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Abstract  

Economic  growth  and  development  are  concerns  of  humankind.  
Resources  are  limited  but  people  seems  don´t  care  about  it  as  they  
take  unreasonable  measures  with  irreversible  effects.  Sustainable  
Development   is   a   necessity   to   meet   the   needs   of   future  
generations   and   not   only   a   practice   of   corporate   social  
responsibility   to   gain   a   competitive   edge.   Challenges   are   huge,  
requiring  the  commitment  of  all  citizens.  People  should  be  more  
informed  and  aware  of  the  imbalance  caused  by  the  yearning  for  
power  and  economic  growth,  forgetting  the  balance  of  social  and  
environmental  dimensions.  Big  changes  are  needed  from  all  and  
it   is   clear   a  need  of  paradigm  shifting.  Collective   shared  visions  
must   build   new   strategies   to   shape   a   better   world.   Concerns  
related   with   sustainability   began   200   years   ago,   but   what   have  
humankind   really  done  about   it?  This   study   looks   at   this   theme  
from  the  eighteenth  century  until  today.  
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1. Introduction

The  world  is  changing,  facing  catastrophes,  wars,  imbalances,  epidemics  and  injustices.  
Complex   times  without   record   in   history,   involving   a   problem   that   connects   locally  
and  globally  environmental,  economic,  social  and  technological  issues  (Harris,  2007).    

Humankind  should  reflect  and  ponder  on  the  impacts  of  the  interaction  of  four  major  
driving  forces,  referred  as:  

1) Geo-­‐‑economics   -­‐‑   regulated   by   the   scarcity   of   natural   resources   and  dominated   by
actors  with  different  models  of  economic  and  social  organization.

2) Technological  progress  -­‐‑  a  central  constituent   in  the  construction  of  a  new  wave  of
globalization,   based   on   a   change   of   energy   paradigm   that   slows   growth   limits   and
stimulates   new   international   forms   of   organization,   activities,   network   economy   and
differentiated  digital  tools.
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3)   Demographics   -­‐‑   diverging   between   "ʺaging"ʺ   developed   and   "ʺyoung"ʺ   developing  
countries.  

4)  Sustainability  -­‐‑  forcing  a  trade-­‐‑off  to  ensure  the  quality  of  life  for  future  generations  
in  the  economic,  environmental  and  social  dimensions.  

In   the   last   six   decades   humanity   has   become   richer   and,   according   to   (Sachs,   2002),  
Gross   Domestic   Product   (GDP)   has   increased   eightfold   since   1950.   There   are   about  
1,020  million  malnourished  people   and   this  number   is   likely   to   increase   if   the  world  
community  is  not  willing  to  face  and  negotiate  the  causes  of  this  kind  of  situation.  In  
recent  decades,  human  economic  activity  has  caused  irreparable  damage  to  the  planet  
and   there   is   no   guarantee   that   ecosystems  will   continue   to  maintain   the   capacity   to  
secure  conditions  for  future  generations.  (UNDP,  2007)  

How   to   face   this   reality?   The   economic   approach   has   assumed   that   the   solution   is  
"ʺdevelopment"ʺ.   However,   the   concept   of   "ʺdevelopment"ʺ   is   quite   ambiguous   (Wolfe,  
1996).  Most   researchers   approach   economic   development   as   a   process   that   generates  
economic,   social,   quantitative,   and   qualitative   changes,   which   impact   the   national  
economy   by   increasing   its   real   national   output   cumulatively   and   durably      (Haller,  
2012).  Since  the  publication  of  the  Brundtland  Report,  there  have  been  several  attempts  
to   specify   exactly   the  meaning  of   the   term   "ʺSustainable  Development"ʺ   (Pezzey,   1989;  
Lélé,  1991).  The  concept  remains  controversial  (Giddings,  Hopwood  ,  &  O'ʹBrien,  2002;  
(Barkemeyer   ,   Holt,   Preuss,   &   Tsang,   2011),   some   of   these   definitions   are   "ʺmutually  
exclusive"ʺ  (Barkemeyer  et  al.,  2011:  2)  and  the  divergence  of  meanings  and  discourses  
has   increased  since   the   term  emerged   in  1987   (Daly  &  Cobb,  1990;  Reid,  1995;  Baker,  
Kousis,  Richardson,  &  Young,   1997;   Sauvé,   1999;  Hopwood,  Mellor,  &  O'ʹBrien,   2005;  
Redclift  ,  2005;  Baker,  2006).  

2.  Evolutionary  perspective     

From   an   evolutionary   perspective,   concerns   about   sustainability   emerged   in   the  
eighteenth   and   nineteenth   centuries   (Baker,   2006),   through   some   thinkers   expressing  
apprehension   about   the   scarcity   of   resources,   particularly   in   what   regards   to  
population  growth  (Malthus,  1798)  and  shortage  of  coal  as  a  source  of  energy  (Jevons,  
1866).   The   industrial   era   revisited   the   issue,   forcing   the   need   to   integrate  
environmental   issues   into   economic   policy   (Dresner,   2002).   In   the   1950s,   Fairfield  
Osborne   (1953)   and   Samuel   Ordway   (1953),   respectively,   publishing   the   books   "ʺThe  
Limits   of   the   Earth"ʺ   and   "ʺResources   and   the   American   Dream,"ʺ   reemphasized   the  
theme.  

Since  then,  international  policy  has  started  to  defend  a  different  model  of  development  
and  in  the  last  five  decades,  there  has  been  a  long  journey  with  advances  and  retreats  
around   the   concerns   and   policies.   Four  main   distinct   cycles  may   be   summarized   as  
Beginning,  Retire,  Endless  loop  and  Standoff  (Figure  1):  
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Fig.  1  -­‐‑  Different  cycles  of  development  models  

  

2.1.  Beginning:  60s  and  70s,  an  expansive  cycle  

The  first  period,  from  1962  to  1973,  was  interrupted  by  the  Yom  Kippur  war  in  October  
1973   which   was   succeeded   by   the   two   oil   crises   of   the   1970s.   In   1962   the   first   alert  
works  about  the  effects  of  the  economy  appeared.    

This  period  was  marked  by   the  Vietnam  War   (1955-­‐‑1975),   the  hippie  movement   and  
the   intensification   of   anxiety   about   environmental   issues,   specifically   the   health  
impacts   of   industrial   pollution.   The   first   infrastructures   of   national   environmental  
policies  were  launched  in  Japan  (1967),  the  U.S.  and  Sweden  (1969).    

This   concern   initiated   strategies   that   in   some   sectors   have   undergone   "ʺzero   growth"ʺ  
strategies,  especially  after  the  1972  publication  of  the  Club  of  Rome  report  "ʺThe  Limits  
to   Growth"ʺ   (Meadows   &   Meadows,   1974).   The   report   presented   some   challenging  
scenarios   for   global   sustainability,   based   on   a   computational   model   of   dynamic  
systems  that  simulated  the  interrelationship  between  five  global  economic  subsystems:  
population,   food   production,   industrial   production,   pollution,   and   consumption   of  
non-­‐‑renewable   natural   resources.   The   scenarios   compiled   by   the   Massachusetts  
Institute  of  Technology  (MIT)  team  concluded  that,  if  the  same  trends  were  to  continue,  
the  world  would  end  in  one  hundred  years:  ecosystem  would  collapse;  scarcity  would  
arise  and  a  war  would  erupt.    

At   the   end   of   this   cycle,   in   1972,   the   first  meeting   on   a   planetary   scale   -­‐‑   the  United  
Nations  Conference  on   the  Human  Environment   -­‐‑   took  place   in   Stockholm,  with   the  
main  purpose  of  resolving  /  debating  the  environmental  problems  that  occurred  after  
the  great   economic  post  World  War   II.  Without   concrete   agreements,   this   conference  
had  as   its  main  virtue   the   "ʺexplosion"ʺ  of  environmental   legislations  and   international  
agreements   in   the   areas   of   nature   conservation   and   pollution   control.   From   these  
debates   emerged   the   certainty   that   solutions   to   global   problems   are   not   limited   to  
preventing   the   deterioration   of   the   physical   and   biological   environment,   but   also  
incorporate   social,   political   and   cultural   scopes   such   as   poverty   and   social   exclusion  
(Barbieri,  2002).  
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2.2.   Retire:   1973   to   1983,   a   period   dominated   by   the   Oil   Crisis   and   consequent  
economic  instability  

The  second  period,  from  1973  to  1983,  was  a  period  of  retreat  from  the  environmental  
agenda.   It   raised   an   international   agenda   to   combat   unemployment,   economic  
recession  and  energy  crises.  The  argument  advocated  by  Meadows  &  Meadows  (1974)  
and  Meadows,  Meadows,  &  Randers  (1991)  was  reinforced  by  other  reference  studies,  
including   "ʺThe   Entropy   Law   and   the   Economic   Process"ʺ   (Georgescu-­‐‑Roegen,   1971),  
“Toward  a  Steady  State  Economy”   (Daly,  1973)  and  “Steady  State  Economics”   (Daly,  
1977)  which  recognize  the  absolute  limits  of  economic  growth.  

The  need  for  increased  energy  efficiency  and  conservation,  particularly  in  Europe  and  
Japan,  has  led  to  some  free  and  indirect  gains  for  the  environment.  It  is  in  this  context  
that   the   term   "ʺSustainable  Development"ʺ   emerges   for   the   first   time   in  1980  when   the  
International   Union   for   the   Conservation   of   Nature   and   Natural   Resources   (IUCN)  
presented   "ʺThe  World   Conservation   Strategy"ʺ,   a   strategy   focused   only   on   ecological  
sustainability  (Baker,  2006).  In  1982,  the  United  Nations  Convention  on  the  Law  of  the  
Sea  was  signed,  and  in  1983,  for  the  first  time,  an  environmental  Group  ("ʺDie  Grünen"ʺ)  
obtained  parliamentary  representation.  

2.3.   Endless   loop:   1983   to   1997,   a   growing   internationalization   of   environmental  
discourse  

This  period  began  in  1983  and  lasted  until  1997,  when  the  Kyoto  Protocol  was  signed.  
This   was   a   time   with   a   growing   environmental   discourse   internationalization,   with  
repercussions   on   legislation   and   creation   of   ministries   of   the   environment   in   all  
developed  countries.  In  1983,  the  United  Nations  (UN)  created  the  World  Commission  
for  Environment  and  Development.  

It  was  published  the  Brundtland  Report,  was  published  in  1987,  and  in  1989  the  Basle  
Convention  was   held   to   contribute   to   environmental   protection   in   the   field   of  waste  
control,   specifically,   transboundary   movements   of   hazardous   wastes   and   their  
disposal.  

In   1992   the  United  Nations  Conference  on  Environment   and  Development   (UNCED)  
was  held  in  Rio  de  Janeiro  in  1992,  where  the  concept  of  Sustainable  Development  was  
established   by   new   and   just   global   partnerships   which   created   new   levels   of  
cooperation   among   States.   Also   known   as   Rio-­‐‑92,   this   conference   produced   five  
important   documents:   i)   Convention   on   Climate   Change;   (ii)   the   Convention   on  
Biological   Diversity;   iii)   Rio   Declaration   on   Environment   and   Development;   iv)  
Declaration  of  Principles  on  Forests;  (v)  Agenda  21.  

Agenda  21  (Chapter  36)  is  one  of  the  first  documents  to  identify  education  as  essential  
for   achieving   Sustainable   Development   (SD),   with   Education   for   Sustainable  
Development   (ESD)   emerging   as   an   incentive   tool   under   two   complementary  
perspectives:   the   first,   used   to   understand   the   complexities   and   synergies   between  
issues  that  threaten  the  sustainability  of  the  ecosystem;  the  second,  to  understand  and  
evaluate  their  intrinsic  values  seeking  to  involve  individuals  in  decision  making  in  the  
search  for  a  SD.    
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Finally,   to  complete   this  period,   the  Kyoto  Protocol  was  signed   in  1997,   in  which   the  
signatory  countries  agreed  to  reduce  the  emission  of  greenhouse  gases.     The  objective  
was   to   achieve   an   average   cut   of   around   5%  over   1990   levels,  with   a   deadline   to   be  
achieved  by  2012  (or  more  accurately  in  2008-­‐‑2012).  The  USA  did  not  sign  this  Protocol.  

2.4.  Standoff:  post  1997,  a  growing  demissionism  in  US  environmental  policy  

Beginning   in   1997,   the   cycle   is   characterized   by   “growing   resignation   in   US  
environmental   policy”   (Soromenho-­‐‑Marques,   2003:12),   reflected   for   example   in   the  
Kyoto  Protocol   (Dresner,   2002)   and   the   reduction   of   the   annual   budget   voted  by   the  
Congress   to   reduce   the   environmental   liabilities   of   more   than   a   century   of  
industrialization  (Soromenho-­‐‑Marques,  2005).  

The  United  Nations   recognizes   that   progress  made   at   the   level   of   political   discourse  
has   not   been   effective   (Miller   &   Twinning-­‐‑Ward,   2005)   and   in   2000   the  Millennium  
Development  Goals   (MDGs)  were  signed  by  all  countries.  The  World  Summit   for   the  
SD,  also  known  as  the  Earth  Summit  or  Rio  +  10,  was  held  in  Johannesburg,  where  long  
and  difficult  negotiations  have  took  lace.  Unlike  Rio-­‐‑92,  which  took  place  in  a  climate  
that  favoured  international  cooperation,  only  three  years  after  the  fall  of  the  Berlin  Wall  
and   the   end   of   the  Cold  War   (at   a   time  when   the   thinking   of   cooperation   prevailed  
over  the  logic  of  the  conflict)  Rio  +  10  took  place  in  an  opposite  scenario,  with  a  world  
increasingly  marked  by  conflict  and  increasing  social  inequality,  both  in  rich  countries  
and  in  developing  countries.  

However,   the  results  of   the  World  Summit  on  SD  were  not  achieved   (Dresner,  2002).  
Nevertheless,   the   intense   economic   activity   has   enabled   the   recognition   that   the   SD  
globally   requires   policies,   procedures   and   principles   defined   based   on  
intergovernmental  cooperation,  as  well  as  the  existence  of  a  proactive  civil  society  that  
verifies,   monitors   and   promotes   a   campaign   for   change   when   confronted   with  
situations  of  resistance,  indifference  or  official  denial  (Blewitt,  2008).  

In   recent   years,   a   new   cycle   has   been   established   characterized   by   international  
awareness  of   the  need   to  act.  Several   reports   from   independent  bodies,   some  natural  
disasters  become  more  frequent  and  their  link  to  climate  change  is  perceived.  The  media  
gradually  contributed  to  sensitizing  the  population,  paying  increasing  attention  to  the  
phenomenon.    

In  2007,  the  Nobel  Peace  Prize  was  jointly  awarded  by  the  Vice-­‐‑President  Al  Gore  and  
the  Intergovernmental  Panel  on  Climate  Change  (IPCC)  “for  their  efforts  to  build  and  
disseminate   greater   knowledge   about   human-­‐‑induced   climate   change,   and   lay   the  
foundations   for   the   measures   that   are   necessary   to   counteract   such   changes"ʺ   (IPPC,  
Nobel  Prizes  and  Laureates,  2007).  

In   2009,   the   15th   United   Nations   Climate   Change   Conference   (COP15)   was   held   in  
Copenhagen,  bringing   together  heads  of  state   from  193  countries,  a  summit  of  global  
leaderships   unprecedented   in   the   recent   history   of   diplomacy   and  with   such   a   high  
degree  of  mobilization  of  civil  society.    

More   recently,   and  despite   intense   efforts   to  prepare   for   the  Rio  +   20   conference,   the  
event  has  also  fallen  short  of  expectations.  The  final  document,  entitled  "ʺThe  Future  We  
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Want,"ʺ   only  mentions   that   "ʺthe   formulation   of   goals   could   be   useful   for   launching   a  
coherent   and   focused   action   on   Sustainable   Development,"ʺ   with   "ʺcoherent   and  
integrated   objectives   in   the   Development   Agenda   for   United   Nations   beyond   2015,  
thus   contributing   to   the   achievement   of   Sustainable   Development   and   serving   as   a  
guide   for   the   implementation   and   integration   of   Sustainable   Development   in   the  
United  Nations  system  as  a  whole"ʺ  (Rio+20,  2012:  48).    

The  Aichi-­‐‑Nagoya  Declaration  was  unanimously  adopted  in  November  2014  based  on  
the   results   of   the  United  Nations  Decade   of   Education   for   Sustainable  Development  
(ESD)  (2005-­‐‑2014)  and  in  the  deliberations  of  the  Conference  and  participant  meetings  
held  on  the  4th  to  8th  of  November  in  Okayama.    

In   September   2015,   at   the   United   Nations   summit   in   New   York,   the   Sustainable  
Development   Goals   were   established   integrated   and   indivisible   objectives,   which  
balance   the   three   dimensions   of   sustainable   development:   economic,   social   and  
environmental.  The  action  agenda  was  extended  until  2030,  with  the  goals  and  targets  
set  to  stimulate  action  over  the  next  fifteen  years  in  areas  of  crucial  importance  to  both  
humanity  and  the  planet.    

The   first  Conference   of   the  Parties   to   the  United  Nations   Framework  Convention  on  
Climate   Change   (COP21),   also   known   as   the   "ʺClimate   Conference"ʺ,   was   held   in  
November  /  December  2015,  ending  a  "ʺhistoric  agreement"ʺ  on  global  warming.  With  a  
type  of  Agreement  of  a  different  nature  than  the  Kyoto  Protocol,  the  Paris  Agreement  
has   allowed   for   a   longer-­‐‑term   architecture,   with   increased   ambition   of   the  
commitments   by   all   countries,   and   their   mitigation   commitments   for   commitment  
future  periods.    

In   November   2016,   the   22nd   Conference   of   the   Parties   to   the   United   Nations  
Framework  Convention  on  Climate  Change  (COP22)  was  held  in  Marrakesh.  2018  was  
indicated  as   the  deadline   for   the  beginning  of   the  operation  of  Paris  and,  once  again,  
important  initiatives  and  mobilizations  were  announced  by  companies,  investors,  cities  
and   local   governments.   In   the   meantime,   Donald   Trump   becomes   president   of   the  
United   States,   one   of   the   largest   countries   emitting   greenhouse   gas   emissions   in   the  
world.  On   June  1st   2017  Trump'ʹs  new  administration  announces   the  US  exit   from  the  
Paris  climate  deal,  claiming  that  this  decision  is  the  way  to  give  new  impetus  to  the  US  
economy  and  negotiate  a  "ʺfair"ʺ  agreement  for  the  country.  Trump,  who  has  expressed  
doubts   that   man-­‐‑made   greenhouse   gas   emissions   are   the   prime   cause   of   global  
warming,   also   announced   in   June   that   he   intended   to   pull   out   and   instead   promote  
U.S.   coal   and   oil   industries   (Graham,   2017).   The   impasse   continues,   and   the   world  
awaits  a  rethink  of  the  USA  positioning.  New  worldwide  actors  assume  new  positions  
and  join  efforts  to  find  a  real  solution,  before  it  is  too  late.  

3.  Conclusion  

Central  concerns  on  economic  growth  and  development  are  daily  political   issues,  but  
no  global  solutions  have  until  now  been  really  started.  Sustainable  Development  is  not  
only   a   practice   of   corporate   social   responsibility   to   gain   a   competitive   edge,      but   is  
specially   a   requirement   to  meet   the   needs   of   future   generations.   The   challenges   are  
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giants   and   the   economic   dimension   cannot   overlap   with   the   balance   of   social   and  
environmental  dimensions.  

Nowadays  we  are  observing  an  increasing  involvement  of  countries  in  the  definition  of  
joint  strategies  and  actions,  but  it  is  not  enough.  We  are  going  through  a  phase  of  great  
instability   where   desirable   international   cooperation   is   often   called   into   question,  
contributing  to  a  continued  stalemate.  There  is  a  clear  need  for  paradigm  shifting  and  
civil   society   are   the   kernel   for   the   needed   change   strategy,   with   clear   and   strong  
perspectives  based  on  identified  collective  shared  visions.  
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