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The present decade has been
marked by a retreat from social
concerns. Scientists bring to our
attention urgent but complex prob-
lems bearmg on our very survival:
a warming globe, threats to the
Earth’s -ozone_layer, deserts con-
suming agricultural land. We
respond by demanding more
details, and by assinging the prob-
lems to institutions ill equipped to
cope with them. Environmental
degradation, first seen as mainly a
problem of the rich nations and a
side effect of industrial wealth, has
become a survival issue for develop-
ing nations. It is part of the down-
ward spiral of linked ecological and
economic decline in which many
of the poorest nations are trapped.
Despite official hope expressed on

all sides, on trends identifiable

today, no programmes or policies,
offer any real hope of narrowing
the growing gap between rich and
poor nations. And as part of our
‘development’, we have amassed
weapons arsenals capable of divert-
ing the paths that evolution has
followed for millions of years and
of creating a planet our ancestors
would not recognize.

When the terms of ‘reference of
our Commission were originally

being discussed in 1982, there were’

those who wanted its considerations
to be limited to ‘environmental
issues’ only. This would have been
a grave mistake. The environment
does not exist as a sphere separate
from human actions, ambitions, and

needs, 'and attempts to defend it .

in isolation from human concerns
have given the very word ‘environ-
ment’ a connotation of naivety in
some political circles. The word
‘development’ has also been nar-
rowed by some into a very limited
focus, along the lines of ‘what poor

- OUR COMMON FUTURE

In 1983 the UN General Assembly decided
to take up the issue of Environment and
Development on a global scale. The next

- step was the setting up of a World Commis- |

sion under the chairmanship of Gro-Harlem

" Brundtland, Prime Minister of Norway, with
. 20 other leading personalities from sudan,

Italy, Saudi Arabia, Zimbabwe, Ivory Coast,
West Germany, Hungary, China, Colombia,
India, Brazil, Japan, Guyana, USA, Algeria,
Indonesia, Nigeria, USSR, ‘Yugoslavia and
Canada.

The pressing need for such a commission

was a clear demonstration of the widespread

feeling of frustration and inadequacy in the
international community about its own ability
to address vital global issues and deal effec-
tively with them. .

“A global agenda for change” — is what

. the World Commission on Environment and

Development was asked to formuilate. This
was an urgent call by the General Assembly
of the United Nations:

* to propose long-term environmental

strategies for achieving sustainable develop-
ment by the year 2000 and beyond; -

* to recommend ways concern for the
environment may be translated into greater
co-operation among developing countries
and between countries at different -stages
of economic and social development;

.and

*- to consider ways and means by which
the international community can deal more
effectively with environmental concerns.

Extracts from the Commission’s report, aptly .-{

titled “Our Common Future”, are carried

here.

nations should do to become
richer’, and thus again is automat-
ically dismissed by many in the
international arena as being a con-
cern of specialists, of those involved
in questions of ‘development assis-
tance’.

But the ‘environment’ is where
we all live; and ‘development’ is
what we all do in attempting to

“attitudes and in

improve our lot within that abode.
The two are inseparable. Further,
development issues must be seen
as crucial by the political leaders
who feel that their countties have
reached a plateau towards which
other nations must strive. Many of
the development paths of the indus-
tralised nations.are clearly unsus-
tainable. And "the development
decisions of these countries,

‘because of their great economic

and political power, will have a
profound effect upon the ability of
all peoples to sustain. human prog-
ress for generations to come.

Many critical survival issues are
related to uneven development,

" poverty, ‘and population "growth.

They all place unprecedented pres-
sures on the planet’s lands, waters,
forests, and other natural resources,
not least in the developing coun-

. tries. The downward spiral of pov-

erty and environmental degradation
is a waste of opportunities and of
resources. In particular, it is a waste

.of human resources. These links

between poverty, inequality, and
environmental degradation formed
a major theme.in our analysis and
recommendations. What is needed
now is a new era of economic
growth—growth that is forceful and
at the same time socially and
environmentally sustainable.

During the time we met as a
Commission, tragedies such as the

" African famines, the leak at the

pesticides factory at Bhopal, India,
and the nuclear disaster at Cher-
nobyl, USSR, appeared to justify
the grave predictions about the
human future that were becoming
commonplace during the
mid-1980s. But at public hearings
we held on five continents, we also
heard from the individual victims
of more chronic, widespread disas-
ters: the debt crisis, stagnating aid
to and investment in developing
countries, falling commodity prices
and falling personal incomes. We
became convinced that major
changes were needed, both in
the. way our
societies are organized.
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THE GLOBAL CHALLENGE

Successes. and Failures

Those looking for success and

-signs of hope can find many: Infant -

mortality is falling; human life ex-

pectancy is increasing; the propor-

tion of the world’s adults who can
read and write is climbing; the prop-
ortion of children starting school is
rlsmg, and global food production

increases faster than the populatlon

grows.

But the same processes that have

produced these gains have givenrise

to trends that the planet. and its
people cannot long bear: These have
traditionally been -divided into fai-
_lures of ‘development’ and failures
in -the management of our human
environment. On the development
side¢, in terms of absolute numbers
there are more hungry people in the
world than ever before, and their
numbers are increasing. So are the
numbers who cannot read or write,

the numbers without safe water.or -

" safe and sound homes, and the num-
bers short of woodfuel with which
to ¢ook and warm themselves. The
gap between rich and poor nations

" is widening—not shrinking—and

there is little prospect, given present

trends and institutional arrange-

* ments, that this process will be re-

verSed L. .

There are also environmental

" trends that threaten to radically alter
the planet, that threaten the lives of
many species upon it, including the
human species. Each year another
6 million hectares of productive dry-
land turns into worthless desert.
Over three decades, this would
amount to an area roughly as large
as Saudi- Arabia. More than 11 mill-
ion hectares of forests are destroyed
-yearly, and this, over three decades,
would equal an area about the size
-of India. Much of this forest is con-
verted to low-grade farmland unable
to support the farmers who settle 1t.
In Europe, acid precipitation kills
forests and lakes and damages the

artistic and architectural heritage of

nations; it may have acidified vast
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- gradual . -gl : his
‘greenhouse effect’ may by early
next century have increased average -

" tracts of soil beyond reasonable

hope of repair. The burning of fossil
fuels puts into the atmosphere car-
bon dioxide, which is causing
-global warming. This

global temperatures enough to shift
agricultural production areas, raise
sea levels to flood coastal cities, and

disrupt national economies. Other .

industrial’ gases treaten to deplete
the planet’s protective ozone shield
to such an extent that the number
of human and animal cancers would
rise sharply and the oceans’ food
chain would be disrupted. Industry
and agriculture put toxic substances
into the human food chain and into
undground water tables beyond

reach of cleansing.

There has been a growing realiza-

‘tion_in national governments and

multilateral institutions that it is im-
possible to separate economic de-
velopment issues from environment
issues; many forms of development
erode - the environment " resources

upon which they must be based, and

environmental degradation can un-
dermine economic development.
Poverty is a major cause and effect

of global environmental problems,”
.1t is therefore futile to attempt to

deal with environmental problems

- without a broader perspective that

encompasses the factors underlying

world poverty and international i in- - -

equallty

These concerns were behind the -

establishment in 1983 of the World

‘Commission on- Environment and

Development by the UN General
‘Assembly. '

The Interlocking Crises

Until recently, the planet was a-

large -world . in which human ac-

" tivities and their effects were neatly

compartmentalized within nations,

“within sectors (energy, agriculture,

trade), and”within broad areas of
concern (environmental, economic,
social). These compartments have

- begun to dissolve. This applies in

particular - to the various global
‘crises’ that have seized public con-

cern, particularly over the past de-

. cade. These are not separate crises:
-an environmental crisis, a develop-

ment crisis, an energy crisis. They
are all one. :

The planet is passing through a
period of dramatic growth and fun-
damental change. Our human world
of 5 billion must make room in a
finite environment for another
human world. The population could

_ stablize at.between 8 billion and 14

billion sometime next century, ac-
cording to UN projections. More
tian 90 per cent of the increase will
occur in the poorest countries, and

" 90 per cent of that growth in already

‘bursting cities.

Economic activity has multiplied -

to create a $13 trillion world
economy, and this could grow five
or tenfold in the coming half-cen-
tury. Industrial production has

.grown more than fifty-fold over the

past century, four-fifths of this
growth since 1950. Such figurés re-
flect and presage profound impacts
upon the biosphere, as the world in-
vests in -houses, transports, farms,
and " industries.” Much of the
economic growth pulls raw material
from forests, soils, seas, and water-
ways.

A mainspring of economic growth
is new technology, and while this
technology offers the potential for
slowing the dangerously rapid con-
sumption of finite resources, it also
entails high risks, including new

forms of pollution @nd the introduc- -

tion to the planet of new variations
‘of life forms that' could change
evolutionary pathways. Meanwhile,
the .industries most heavily reliant
on environmental resources and

most heavily polluting are growing.

most rapidly in the developing
world, where there is both more
urgency for growth and less capacity
to minimize damaging side effects.

These - ‘related .changes have
locked the global economy and
global ecology together in new ways.

-We have in the past been concerned

about the impacts 'of economic

growth upon the environment. We




¥ aré now forced, to concem oursélves
‘ wrth the 1mpacts of ecologrcal

stress—degradatron of soils, water :
atmosphere “and -

regimes,
_ forests—upon ‘our economic. pros-

. pects. We have in the-more recént -
o past been forced toface uptoasharp

increase in economic .interdepen-
dence among nations. We are now
forced to accustom ourselves to an
. .accelerating - -ecological intérdepén-

~ déhnce.among nations. Ecology and”
. economy are bécoming ever moge
" interwoven—locally, regionally, na-

tionally, and globally~ into a seam-
. less net of causes and effects

Impoverishing the local resource'

base can impoverish wider areas:
‘Deforestation by . hlghland farmers
.~ causes flooding .on lowland: farms;
.. factory pollytion robs local fisher-
man of their catch./Such gnm local

cycles now operate nationally and
regionally. -Dryland, degradatlon '
" sénds environmental. refugees in -

‘their millions across national bor-
ders. Deforestation’ i
Amenca and Asia is causing more

floods, and more destructive floods, -

in downhiil, downstream nations.
- Acid precrprtatlon and nucléar fall-
out have spread across the borders
of Europe Similar phenomena are
"emerging on a global scale, such as
" global warming and loss of ozone.

"Internationally traded hazardous-

chemicals entering foods are them-

- sélves. mtematronally tradéd. In the -

next century, the ‘environmental
pressure causing population move-
ments may increase sharply, while
barriers to that movement. may be
even ﬁrmer than they are now.

" Over the past few decades life- .
threatening environmental concérns *

have surfaced in the developing

. world.” Countrysndes are commg. '
under .pressure * from increasing’
numbers of farmers and the landless.
Citi¢s are filling with people cars, -
" - and’ factones Yet at the Same trme

these developmg countries must op— -
erate in a. Wworld in"which the re-

sources gap between most. develop-
ing, -and industrial nations. is, widen-
“i mg,tm\ which the industrial world

dominates in the rule-makmg of

‘some’ key mtematronal bodies, and

Tx

10

velopment planning.

Latin ™ .

'
‘

" in which the industrial world hasal-.~

ready- used much of the planets

ecological caprtal "This inequality is _.
- the’ planet’s”main ‘environmental’

problem; it is also its main ‘develop-
ment problem.

. A majority. of developmg coun-- - -
tnes now have lower per capita-in- ~
__.comes than when the decade began.

Rising poverty and: unemployment.
have increased pressure on environ- -
mental resources as more people:
have been,forced to rely more di-. -
rectly upon. them. -Many’ govemn-. .-
. ments have cut back efforts to pro--

~ tect the. environment and to bring

ecological considerations " into de-

The de'epening and wideniné'en'-

vironmental Crigjs presents a threat

to national security—and even sufvi- ..

-val—that may be greater than well- .
. arined, ill- drsposed neighbours and
Already “in "~
parts of Latin America, Asia, the- -
‘Middle East, and Africa, environ-

unfnendly -alliances. .

mental decline is becommg a source
of political unrest and international

. tension. The recent destruction of
. much of Africa’s dryland. agricul-

tural productron was more severe

than if an invading army had pur- .-
.sued a scorched-earth policy. Yet .
"most of the- affected governments -
still spend far more to protect their
_people from mvadmg armies than

from the invading desert

Globally,. military -expenditures
total about $1 trillion a year and con-.

. tinue to grow. In many countries,
" military spending consumes.such a

high proportion of gross. national

- product that it itself does great dam-
. age to these societies’ development

efforts. -

Sustainable Devel'opme_nt

Humanity has:the ability to, make
development sustainable—to ensure

that it meets the needs of the present

- without compromising the ability of

+ future generations to.meet their own
“needs: -The concept of sustainable’
" developmernt does, imply limits —not

absolute; limits but limitations im-

_posed by the present ‘State . of -

B

technology and socral orgamzatron

" on‘environmental resources and by

the ability of the biosphere to absorb
the effects of human activities.. But
technology and social organization

. can be both managed and improved

‘to .make way. for a new.era of
economic growth. The Commrssron
believes that widespread poverty is
no longer inevitable. Poverty is not
oiily an evil in itself, but sustainable -

o development requires. meeting the

"basic needs of all' and extending.to

- all the opportumty to fulfil their as-’

pirations for a better lifé. A world
in which poverty is.endemic will al-

_ways, be. prone to ecologrcal and
. other catastrophes

Meetmg essentlal needs req'uires'
not only a new ‘era.of economic
growth for natibns in.which the -

* majority are poor, but an assurance

that these poor’get their fair. share

- of the resources requiréd to: sustain

that growth. Such equity would be
aided by political systems that secure
effective citizen participaiton in de-
cision makmg and by greater demo-

- cracy in international decision mak-

ing.- . Tt

- Sustainable -global -development .
requires - that those who are more -
affluent adopt life-styles within the
planet’s ecologlcal means—in their.
use of energy, for example. Further,
rapidly growing populations can in-.
crease the pressure on resources and.
slow any rise in living standards; thus ..
‘sustainable development can only be.

- pursued .if populatlon sizet -and

growth- are in harmony with the:

* changing productive: potentral of the -
_ecosystem.

Yet in-_ the .end,. sustainable- de- .
velopment is not a fixed state of har-
mony, butrather a process of change - .
in ‘which the explortalton of re-

 sources, the direction of investment

inthe orientation of: techriological
development, ..and -:instutional

" change are made consistent with fu-

ture as'well as present needs. We do

- hot:pretend that the process is easy
" of straightforward: Painful choices-
. have to be made. Thus, in the final

analysis, .sustainable development
must rest on polmcal will.
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