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Foreword

 

The United Nations (UN) Conference on Human Environment held in
1972 represents the turning point in the environmental thinking of the
global community. This conference, which subsequently led to the estab-
lishment of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), for the
first time recognized the importance of environmental management and
the use of environmental assessment as a management tool. Even if the
link between environmental and developmental issues did not emerge
strongly in the conference outcomes, there were clear indications that the
form of economic development would have to be altered. Around the
same period, a group of eminent scientists and concerned citizens gathered
in Rome to look at the global environmental crisis that was expanding at
an alarming rate. This group, later to be known as the Club of Rome,
produced a comprehensive report on the state of the natural environment.
This report emphasized that the industrial society was going to exceed
most of the ecological limits within a matter of decades, if it continued
to promote the kind of economic growth witnessed in the 1960s and 1970s.

The fact that environment and development could not for long remain
in a state of conflict gradually became apparent after the 1972 UN
Conference on the Human Environment. In the following years, terms
such as 

 

environment and development

 

, 

 

development without destruction,

 

and 

 

environmentally sound development

 

 evolved. The term 

 

ecodevelop-
ment

 

 appeared in the UNEP review in 1978. By this time, it was recognized
internationally that environmental and developmental ideas needed to be
considered concurrently. Throughout the 1980s, there had been a number
of initiatives that focused on understanding the linkages between envi-
ronment and development. The most significant of these undertakings
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was the work done by the World Commission on Environment and
Development (WCED), which was established by the UN. The work of
WCED culminated in the publication of its 1987 report, 

 

Our Common
Future

 

, better known as the “Brundtland Report.” This report provided a
major political turning point that gave the concept of sustainable devel-
opment great geopolitical significance and transformed it into a catch-
phrase of global policy making.

The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development that
was held in 1992 provided the basic framework for the promotion of
sustainable development through the adoption of Agenda 21 and a number
of declarations that provided the basis for global environmental gover-
nance. The thousands of community-based, government-led, and private
sector initiatives that were undertaken in the 1990s in the context of
Agenda 21 made significant contribution to the promotion of sustainable
development objectives. The World Summit on Sustainable Development
(WSSD) held in 2002 provided a new impetus to the global movement
for sustainable development. The WSSD process led to the launching of
numerous global and regional partnerships aimed at the promotion of the
broad objectives of global sustainability through concrete project imple-
mentations. It also adopted the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation,
which outlined the key measures that need to be undertaken at the
national, regional, and international levels in order to tackle the challenges
of meeting the needs of the current generation while maintaining a
balanced environment for future generations.

Despite the significant progress that has been made since the UN
Conference on Human Environment, the global community is still facing
huge challenges in terms of global sustainability. As was underlined in
the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation, addressing these challenges
would require a fundamental shift in both our institutional and individual
ways of thinking. The Plan recognized the crucial role that education
plays for the promotion of sustainable development. On the basis of the
call made by the WSSD, the United Nations General Assembly declared
the years 2005 to 2014 the United Nations Decade on Education for
Sustainable Development.

The elaboration of concepts and tools and the compilation of replicable
cases of applications are important prerequisites for sound education for
sustainable development. The publication of this 

 

Sustainable Development
Policy and Administration

 

 is expected to contribute to the further devel-
opment of the knowledge base that is required for programs on education
for sustainable development. The combination of the sections on concep-
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tual review, policy and institutional analysis, and sectoral cases of appli-
cations enhances its utility. I also believe the reader will benefit from the
broad area of topics combined with key sectoral focus and geographical
coverage of cases.

 

Klaus Töpfer

 

Executive Director
United Nations Environment Programme
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Preface

 

The multidimensional sustainable development phenomenon has been
the subject of theoretical and pragmatic discourses during the last two
decades. While such discourses highlighted sustainability as one of the
major objectives of all development policies, ensuring a sustainable mode
of development may imply a continuous search for adequate means and
ways to address the persistent problems of food shortages and starvation
in marginalized regions of the world, the increasing incidence of man-made
and natural disasters, the failure to reduce environmentally hazardous
activities, and other dynamic development challenges that represent a
global threat to sustainability. Ultimately, since the initial sustainability
principles were devised in efforts to improve on those of conventional
economic development, which were primarily conceived to achieve eco-
nomic growth without appropriate consideration of other development
dimensions, a call to revisit the underlying premises of sustainable devel-
opment should aim at unraveling ongoing processes of unsustainable
activities while ascertaining holistic strategies to overcome recurring chal-
lenges locally and worldwide.

This book seeks to provide a learning resource describing some major
policy and administration issues that are critical to understanding the
multiple dimensions of sustainable development. The running theme of
all contributions underscores the urgent need of promoting the broad
objectives of global sustainability while shedding light on relevant insights
to tackle the challenges of meeting the needs of the current and future
generations. Realizing that the United Nations General Assembly declared
the period 2005–2014 the United Nations Decade on Education for Sus-
tainable Development, this timely volume, 

 

Sustainable Development Policy
and Administration

 

, which brings together diverse contributions dealing
with the multiple facets of development, represents a rich reference
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document for graduate students, professors, scholars, and public and
private development managers interested in the emerging field of sustain-
able development.

The editors who assumed the final responsibility to coordinate the
various manuscripts take this opportunity to acknowledge the talented
contributors who shared willingly their research on major sustainable
development issues. Similarly, the editors thank Dr. Jack Rabin, Executive
Editor of the Public Administration and Public Policy series (Taylor &
Francis Group LLC), for accepting our proposal and offering valuable
suggestions during the publication process. The editors would like also
to thank Dr. Klaus Toepfer, the executive director of the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP), for contributing the Foreword of the
book. Last but not least, Naomi Lynch, the production editor, deserves
special recognition for her commitment to get this project done on time.

 

Gedeon M. Mudacumura
Desta Mebratu

M. Shamsul Haque
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4 � M. Shamsul Haque and Gedeon M. Mudacumura

Revisiting Sustainable Development: Why?
In the current age, one of the most critical human concerns shaping the
global discourse on the current mode of development or progress has
been related to the question of its eventual sustainability. During the recent
three decades, the debate on a sustainable mode of development has
gained increasing significance through the worldwide proliferation of
conferences, seminars, reports, books, and journals as well as conventions,
protocols, and institutions. In the process, the idea of “sustainable devel-
opment” has been reified almost into an “ideology” in both developed
and developing nations (Crabbé, 1997, p. 1). Thus, in one form or another,
most international institutions, national governments, and local commu-
nities tend to base their development policies and programs on sustain-
ability as one of the major objectives. In fact, some of the largest global
forums organized in recent years have been related to worldwide envi-
ronmental concerns and sustainability objectives, which include the Stock-
holm Conference on the Human Environment (1972), the Ottawa
Conference on Conservation and Development (1986), the United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development or the Earth Summit in Rio
de Janeiro (1992), and the World Summit on Sustainable Development in
Johannesburg (2002).

From these global forums attended by heads of states or their repre-
sentatives from countries all over the world emerged major conventions
and protocols for the protection of the environment and the realization
of sustainable development. For example, the Vienna Convention on the
Protection of the Ozone Layer (1985) stressed the need for intergovern-
mental cooperation to protect the ozone layer; it was reinforced further
by the Montreal Protocol on Substances That Deplete the Ozone Layer
(1987), which provided specific guidelines for identifying the causes and
remedies of ozone depletion. Another related measure is the Madrid
Protocol (1991), which identified Antarctica as a “natural reserve” and
emphasized the protection of its environment from commercial ventures
pursued by various countries.

However, some of the most comprehensive protection measures
emerged from the Earth Summit (1992), including the Convention on
Biological Diversity, the Framework Convention on Climate Change, the
Rio Declaration (for sustainable development), and the Agenda 21 (pre-
scribing specific preventive and remedial measures) (Haque, 2000; Reid,
1995). Another of the most widely known international measures for
environmental protection and sustainability is the Kyoto Protocol (1997),
which has generated worldwide debate and controversy. With regard to
greenhouse gases, the Kyoto Protocol defines the emissions limits and
targets to be followed by various categories of countries (excluding
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developing countries) within the specific time frame (Sheeran, 2004). Thus,
since the publication of Our Common Future by the World Commission
on Environment and Development headed by Gro Harlem Brundtland
(WCED, 1987), which emphasized and popularized the idea of sustainable
development, some of these major international initiatives or measures
have been undertaken.

Unfortunately, these international initiatives have been quite ineffective
in addressing environmental degradation and ensuring a sustainable mode
of development. In particular, the industrialized countries have failed to
realize their promises to reduce voluntarily environmentally hazardous
activities (such as emissions) that represent a global threat to sustainability
(Sheeran, 2004). On the other hand, the current process of economic
development, based on rapid industrialization, urban expansion, and
hazardous production and consumption, continues to worsen the unsus-
tainable conditions of air pollution, chemical contamination, land degrada-
tion, ozone depletion, deforestation, biodiversity loss, global warming, and
so on (Haque, 2000; Flint, 2004). These unsustainable conditions are not
isolated from the changing patterns of climate, increasing incidence of natural
disasters, and growing problems of food shortages and starvation in different
parts of the world (Guimaraes, 2004; Haque, 1999a). Thus, the significance
of revisiting sustainable development not only lies in the proliferation of
global forums, conventions, institutions, and publications in this regard;
it is also evident from the failures of such initiatives to address the
continuing process of unsustainable activities and overcome the new
challenges to sustainable development worldwide.

Controversies over Sustainable Development
To address the problems of unsustainability mentioned, it is necessary to
attain certain global consensus on the concepts, approaches, models, and
strategies of sustainable development. But there are too many controver-
sies over the issue that need to be resolved. First, there are some major
approaches of sustainable development that are mutually incompatible or
contradictory. For example, the utilitarian approach prescribes the welfare
trade-off between generations and suggests that there is no need for
changing current economic activities that cause greenhouse gases, if the
benefit from these activities exceeds the harm done by such activities to
future generations in terms of global warming (Anand and Sen, 1994).
On the other hand, the ethical approach to sustainable development is
concerned for welfare inequality between generations and emphasizes
that it is the “moral obligation” of the current generation enjoying welfare
to maintain the capacity and opportunity of future generations to have
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equivalent welfare. It is also stressed by some scholars that future gener-
ations are entitled to or have rights to the same level of environmental
quality and resources enjoyed by the current generation. In this regard,
Anand and Sen stress the moral obligation to do justice to the poor and
deprived population in the current generation itself.

It is obvious that because of its narrow focus on the combined total
welfare of the current and future generations, the utilitarian approach to
sustainable development is not only insensitive to the needs of future
generations, it is also quite indifferent to the environmental implications
of economic activities as long as such activities maximize human welfare
or benefit. On the other hand, although the ethical approach does address
the question of intergenerational equality in welfare, it remains human-
centered in terms of its emphasis on the maintenance of environmental
resources for human species without much concern for environmental
sustainability as an end in itself, which can be observed in various
traditional cultures or belief systems. Thus, in studying sustainable devel-
opment, it is necessary to emphasize environmental sustainability not only
for the current and future generations (including all classes and groups
in each generation), but also for the environment itself.

Second, there is also controversy over the various dimensions and
components of sustainable development. In terms of dimensions, in exist-
ing studies, there are tendencies among some scholars and experts to
emphasize “economic” sustainability that focuses on the implications of
development activities for environmental costs. Some of them stress “envi-
ronmental” sustainability that prescribes the realization of development in
line with biotic capacity and resource constraints; others draw attention
to “social” sustainability that supports people’s active involvement in
managing environment and development (see Estes, 1993; Reed, 1996;
Haque, 1999b). However, these major economic, social, and environmental
dimensions of sustainable development are mutually complementary rather
than exclusive. For instance, in pursuing development, one needs to
consider its environmental costs, make sure that it does not put excessive
pressure on environmental capacity, and ensure its implementation based
on people’s participation. In addition, there are cultural and attitudinal
dimensions of sustainable development, including people’s lifestyles and
consumption patterns, that greatly affect environmental resources and
conditions. In fact, one major challenge to sustainable development today
is the environmentally hazardous modern lifestyle based on endless con-
sumerism that has expanded worldwide in the current age of globalization.
Thus, in both theory and practice of sustainable development, it is crucial
to stress its multidimensional nature.

Similarly, there are some major perspectives of development in existing
literature that tend to focus on specific components of sustainability. For
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instance, the so-called ecosimplification perspective shows concern for
the current situation of diminishing plant and animal species, which is
likely to cause the loss of biodiversity, simplification of the complex
ecosystems, and thus further ecological imbalance. On the other hand,
the “contamination” perspective focuses on the sustainability challenge or
environmental threat posed by the biochemical contamination of land, air,
and water, whereas the “natural-resource-consumption” perspective
explains how such a challenge may have been created by the reductionist
assessment of environmental resources in terms of their consumption value
(see Haque, 1999; Hempel, 1996). Once again, there should not be any
conflict among these perspectives, each of which stresses one major set
of components constituting the overall sustainability. There is a need for
a more holistic perspective that emphasizes the significance of simulta-
neously resolving the problems of sustainability caused by biodiversity
loss, biochemical contamination, utilitarian valuation of natural resources,
and so on.

Third, there is a major controversy in terms of priority between the
two major goals—economic growth and environmental sustainabil-
ity—pursued today by almost all nations. While economic growth remains
the most dominant development agenda for most countries, many critics
stress its adverse environmental outcomes caused by growth-driven indus-
trial expansion, resource depletion, and hazardous production. However,
there are arguments supporting the view that economic growth could be
an effective means for achieving sustainable development: “Sustainability
requires alleviation of poverty, a decline in fertility, the substitution of
human capital for natural resources, effective demand for environmental
quality, and a responsive supply. These changes cannot take place on a
sustainable basis without growth” (Crabbé, 1997, p. v). In reconciling this
debate, Our Common Future, or the Brundtland Report, emphasizes the
kind of economic growth that is conducive to the sustainability of the
environmental resource base (World Commission on Environment and
Development [WCED], 1987). In this regard, it is necessary to highlight
that it is hardly possible to expand modern economic growth without
depleting natural resources and diminishing environmental sustainability.

In fact, the current global fetish for rapid economic growth based on
expansive industrialization, urban development, and hazardous consump-
tion—pursued or reinforced by market-led reforms (e.g., deregulation,
liberalization, privatization, corporatization, and antiwelfarism)—has cre-
ated havoc for environmental sustainability (Haque, 1999a). As a result,
the reexamination of economic growth as a national and international
development agenda became quite prominent at both the Earth Summit
in Rio de Janeiro and the World Summit on Sustainable Development in
Johannesburg. However, in both developed and developing nations, policy
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makers are quite reluctant to compromise their growth-driven develop-
ment objectives. Even the recent prescription for tradable emissions per-
mits is unlikely to abate unsustainable economic growth, because under
this system, the affluent nations not only can continue their economic
activities and expand emissions by purchasing such emissions permits
from poor countries, but can also relocate their hazardous industries in
these less industrialized countries. In short, while economic growth con-
tinues to be the primary national goal for most countries, its adverse
implication for sustainable development remains largely unresolved.

These are a few examples of some major controversies in sustainable
development approaches, perspectives, and priorities. There are many
other conceptual, theoretical, and structural dilemmas, which ar e
addressed by various authors in this volume. The point here is that these
basic controversies or dilemmas need to be resolved in order to delineate
effective policies and institutions for sustainable development, which
require a thorough reexamination of the issue. In fact, there are divergent
views over policy options and institutional challenges, which are analyzed
in the remaining sections of this chapter.

Institutional Challenges for Sustaining Development
Despite multiple interventions from various public and private institutions
at the local, national, and international levels, the development research
community has not yet sorted out the relevant sustainable development
strategies and the main factors leading to sustainability. It is worth recalling
that sustainability principles were devised in efforts to improve on those
of conventional economic development, which were primarily conceived
to achieve economic growth without appropriate consideration of other
development dimensions: social, cultural, ecological, political, and spiritual
(Kelly, 1998; Mudacumura, 2004). Such a narrow focus could have been
one of the main constraints preventing development researchers from
suggesting adequate solutions (deLeon, 1992; Dryzek, 1990; Haque, 1999b;
Stiglitz, 1998).

A close look at the history of exploitation of natural resources and
current environmental deterioration should indicate the seriousness of
prioritizing the economic dimension over the development dimensions
mentioned. Thus, as stated at the beginning of this chapter, rethinking
the underlying premises of sustainable development is no longer an option
but a necessity if one takes into account the urgency of preventing the
“society from sailing by a wrong compass, at the expense of the environ-
ment” (Hueting, 1992, p. 255) or implementing “decisions made on the
basis of curious blend of ideology and bad economics” (Stiglitz, 2002: xiii).
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In light of the preceding concerns, the institutions engaged in furthering
sustainable development face the challenging task of determining the
necessary and relevant information to identify, implement, and evaluate
sustainable development policies geared toward meeting the needs of the
current generation without compromising the welfare of future genera-
tions. To minimize the likelihood of devising irrelevant solutions requires
governments, communities, and the private sector at different levels to
work collaboratively in the design and implementation of sustainable
development policies. Such collaboration may allow decision-making insti-
tutions to integrate valid and reliable information related to multiple
development dimensions in the identification of objectives, the design of
policies, and the evaluation of courses of action. As Forrester (1994, p.
249) remarked, most misbehavior of corporate, social, and governmental
systems arises from the dependence on erroneous intuitive solutions to
complex behavior, and failing to capture information about the structure
and behavior of the system in which development decisions are being
made will most likely lead to ineffective policy design. In fact, removing
conceptual barriers through interdisciplinary cooperation and cultivation
of systems thinking is one of the best strategic approaches to improving
the design of development policies (Saeed, 1994).

Besides the challenge of devising adequate solutions, most scholars
and practitioners of development management agree that problems of
implementing, managing, and institutionalizing development activities
remain serious and pervasive (Rondinelli, 1982), and the majority of
international development agencies acknowledge that carefully planned
and systematically analyzed projects are worthless unless they can be
implemented effectively (World Bank, 1983). As emphasized earlier, rele-
vant information plays a critical role in the effective implementation of
sustainable development policies. Compiling such information must not
be restricted to the empirical methods since, as the World Bank (1998,
p. 1) acknowledges, “the empirical base of decision making is weak.”

Actually, the complex interrelationships surrounding sustainable devel-
opment issues make obsolete the traditional management approaches
structured on rigid, deterministic control, which assume a high degree
of knowledge about what needs to be done and of certainty in a world
in which the correct solutions are not always clear, and the only certainty
is a high degree of uncertainty (Rondinelli, 1982). As such, institutions
involved in the implementation of sustainable development strategies
should embrace the concept of multiagency networks (Mudacumura,
2002). Premised on a continually evolving consensus among network
members, this management approach can preclude simple solutions
devised by any agency acting alone. With sustainability being beyond
the reach of individual agency, this approach makes sense when each
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implementing agency recognizes that there are no easy solutions and no
single solution for multidimensional sustainable development problems.
Ultimately, addressing such problems requires a sustained multi-institutional
approach to generate a range of plausible, implementable solutions
(http://www.scienceinafrica.co.za/).

Furthermore, the multiagency network environment stresses the impor-
tance of continuous feedback and action to suit the ongoing needs of the
multiple development stakeholders whose active involvement is vital in
the implementation of sustainable development policies. Concretely, the
active involvement of all development stakeholders can foster creative
thinking while generating ownership and motivation of the people to
honor the cultural and spiritual traditions of all network members. Indeed,
Goulet (1980, p. 488) observed that a growing chorus of voices, in rich
and poor countries alike, proclaims that full human development is not
possible without regard for essential moral values.

Consequently, building networks of development institutions can create
an enabling environment for empowering all development stakeholders,
providing them with the opportunity to share the information while
collectively devising strategies to distribute equitably global resources, a
sine qua non condition for sustaining development on a global scale. “If
sustainable development is to be realized, it has to be built on the consent
and support of those whose lives are affected” (http://globalknowledge.org).

From this context, the empowerment of network members may con-
stitute a development management strategy that is necessary for the
generation and use of local/traditional knowledge. As Stone (1966)
remarked, a great deal of untapped, traditional knowledge and experience
is available in respect to the development of effective organizations to
manage comprehensive development programs. Because of their com-
plexity, sustainable development issues require the knowledge, commit-
ment, and action of multiple stakeholders, in particular, the laypeople
who bring valid perspectives to decision making (Beierle, 1999). In fact,
“most development analysts now maintain that developmental wisdom is
lodged not in government bureaucracies but in local communities and
institutions” (Hyden, 1997, p. 4).

Furthermore, such development management requires fostering con-
sensus among all vested interests, in particular, grassroots organizations.
Thus, allowing diverse groups and individuals to have their own cultural
contexts and local narratives taken into account fits with the concept of
decentralized participatory decision making, an approach that improves
the implementation of sustainable development strategies, which, in turn,
could lead to increased economic growth and social justice (U.S. Foreign
Assistance Act of 1973). Among other features of this decentralized
participatory decision making are a strong scientific base, extensive
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involvement of stakeholders, a proactive and holistic approach to issues,
and the integration of a wide range of regulatory and nonregulatory
solutions (Randolph and Bauer, 1999). Specifically, active citizen partici-
pation is needed for the organization and functioning of development
activities for the main purpose of guarding against abuses of state power
(Hyden, 1997). Moreover, promoting a development management that
fosters participatory decision making is the right strategic approach to
attack the root causes of development failures. In fact, it has been found
that effective development management is one of the prerequisites for
removing the structural barriers that limit people’s ability to get out of
poverty (United Nations Development Programme, 1996; World Bank,
1998).

Therefore, development institutions have to shift their focus from
reductionist development management to a management premised on
holistic thinking, a process that falls in line with the need to revisit
sustainable development foundations. This shift to holistic thinking might
enable the networked institutions implementing sustainable development
policies to explore the multiple development dimensions, ensuring par-
ticularly that the cultural achievements of all societies and civilizations of
the world are not overlooked. Furthermore, such holistic thinking can
provide development stakeholders with the opportunity to match words
with deeds, a process that the United Nations development agencies had
failed to accomplish five years after the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro
(Ismail, 1997).

Along the same line, this suggested development management implies
identifying a core development value that opposing groups in the “North”
and “South” agree on, a core value that can enable both groups to make
decisions that integrate the multiple development dimensions. Ultimately,
achieving such integration involves coordination, negotiation, and com-
promise for the sake of ensuring a good quality of life for current and
future generations, the cornerstone of sustainable development.

Similarly, as indicated earlier, effective implementation of sustainable
development strategies can emerge from broad-based network organiza-
tions linking the public and private development entities on dif ferent
geographical levels. Such global networks could rely on information
provided by multidisciplinary teams of scholars, practitioners, think tanks,
grassroots organizations, and all agencies interested in furthering sustain-
able development.

Particularly, the multidisciplinary dialogue should address the potential
risks of subscribing to narrow perceptions of reality, which have been
inadequate for dealing with complex sustainable development problems.
Specifically, the dialogue should rely on the holistic approach to ascertain
a deeper understanding and appreciation for how development problems
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are identified, defined, and solved. This multidisciplinary dialogue should
address the contending issues among development theorists in different
disciplines, all working within their own methodological traditions and
using often incompatible analytical tools and techniques. This dialogue
could awaken the rationalists who still believe that complex social prob-
lems can be understood in their entirety through systematic analysis and
solved through comprehensive planning (Lindblom, 1965). In fact, the
uncertainty of development problems combined with the complexity of
relationships between developing nations and international development
institutions make it nearly impossible to plan, analyze, and manage projects
in highly rational and systematic ways (Rondinelli, 1982).

Moreover, the broad-based management decisions reached through
networks would ensure that local communities reach beyond their indi-
vidual interests in future development to account for national and global
needs. Broadening the decision-making process can allow network mem-
bers to devise development management strategies with built-in mecha-
nisms reflecting two guiding principles: transparency and accountability.
Such principles can ensure that development management decisions are
geared toward building sustainable and healthy communities in which all
resources are shared equitably.

To recap, most scholars and practitioners acknowledge that sustainable
development problems are closely interconnected and interdependent so
that they cannot be understood using the “chop up and study the parts”
reductionist method of current academic disciplines and government and
nongovernment development institutions. “Such an approach will never
resolve any of our difficulties but will merely shift them around in the
complex web of social and ecological relations” (Capra, 1982, p. 26).
Therefore, the interconnectivity of sustainable development issues requires
all institutions at the local, national, and international levels to join efforts
through global development network organizations, working collectively
in the design and implementation of sustainable development policies.
Such active collaboration among development institutions can take advan-
tage of creative synergies to achieve outcomes that might be impossible
for any development institution to achieve alone.

In This Volume
In light of the preceding discussion, the contributing authors explored
various aspects of the multidimensional sustainable development phenom-
enon, focusing primarily on issues pertaining to policy and administration.
This edited volume reflects insights from scholars and practitioners with
a broad range of development experiences in various nations of Africa,
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Asia, Australia, Europe, and the Americas. These geographically distributed
contributions make this volume an exceptional compilation of global
research on pertinent sustainable development issues.

While recognizing the inability to analyze all the multiple facets of
sustainability thoroughly and systematically, this volume strives to present
the contributions of diverse scholars and practitioners in a coherent
structure of chapters categorized and arranged into the following sustain-
able development themes: major dimensions and theoretical frameworks,
policies and institutions, national and regional experiences, current and
future challenges, and alternatives and recommendations. A brief synopsis
of the chapters is provided under each theme.

Part I. Sustainable Development: Major Dimensions and 
Theoretical Frameworks

The dynamic and multifaceted concept of sustainable development has
been the subject of intense research in both developed and developing
countries during the last two decades. In this first section, Shamsul Haque
explores how the concept of sustainable development has become one
of the most significant global issues in terms of academic discourse and
practical policy debate, arguing that its conceptual clarity and consensus
remain a basic precondition for meaningful debate and effective policy
formulation. Despite series of discussions, analyses, and critiques in an
enormous number of books, journals, and global conferences, there are
still considerable disagreements over the idea of sustainable development.
Haque presents existing concepts and definitions of sustainable develop-
ment under some major categories and examines their limitations in terms
of their tendencies to be empiricist, reductionist, unilinear, human-centric,
and even hegemonic. He concludes with some suggestions with a view
to articulate a more comprehensive and holistic concept of sustainable
development that could create an effective foundation of future discourse
and policies.

Along the same line, Berhe Costantinos elaborates on the underlying
premises of the sustainable development concept while underscoring its
nexus with governance policy. Concretely, he highlights how the global
community has tried to build parallels between poverty and human des-
titution with the governance regimes that exist in poor nations, a gover-
nance program based on pillars of support aimed at strengthening civil
society and various coordinates of government and governing institutions.
He further acknowledges the challenges of transitioning to a sustainable
development path despite the current democratically favorable contempo-
rary global conditions. In probing the sustainable development–governance
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nexus, Costantinos focuses his research on the evolving “political theory”
of governance in which polity seeks mechanisms to convert political
preferences to sustainable development administration; sustainable devel-
opment policy analysis, formulation, and management protocols making
public policy accountable, transparent, and predictable to the local/global
community; and establishment of the conceptual, operational, and func-
tional nexus among sustainable development theory, policy, and tools and
sustainable development administration in relation to assets and capital.
In his final analysis, Costantinos notes that the comprehension of gover-
nance as a sustainable development tool is imprecise simply because the
concept is still evolving.

Indeed, Daly (1996) recognized how this evolving sustainable devel-
opment concept had risen in a decade to the prominence of mantra or
a shibboleth since the 1987 publication of Our Common Future, a report
produced by the WCED. Since then, thousands of initiatives have been
undertaken at local, national, and global levels in an attempt to address
different aspects of the environmental challenges. However, their impact
in shaping “our common future” on a more sustainable basis seems to be
minimal when measured against the enormity of the global environmental
challenges. This has led to an increasing level of frustration and disen-
chantment, even among the different groups promoting the concept of
sustainable development. Desta Mebratu’s chapter attempts to present a
new framework for sustainability and sustainable development by looking
at the conceptual precursors. Among other precursors, he alludes to the
African tradition, which views man not as the master of the universe but
as the center, the friend, the beneficiary, and the user who must live in
harmony with the universe, obeying the laws of natural, moral, and
mystical order. If these laws are unduly disturbed, man suffers most.

Mebratu further reviews the most relevant systems and evolutionary
principles that constitute the conceptual frameworks of sustainability. He
views systems as thoroughly man-made and defines a specific system as
the point of view of one or several observers. Thus, utilizing systems
thinking for the concept of sustainability requires revitalizing the special-
ized systems thinking based on the principles and spirit of general systems
thinking. Considering the complexity of the environmental challenges,
Mebratu suggests that the conceptual limitations may be overcome through
the combined application of the General Systems Theory and the General
Evolutionary Theory, whose basic principles are the following: (1) evolu-
tion is an irreversible and nonlinear change of both natural and man-
made systems in domains far from thermodynamic equilibrium; (2) the
direction of evolution is characterized by an increasing ability of organisms
and systems to sense and assess the state of the environment, to learn
appropriate responses, and to transmit this knowledge to succeeding
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generations; and (3) systems with organized complexity can only be
understood by looking at their dynamic interrelationships (feedback), a
process that is more than linear summation of cause–effect chains.

While Mebratu looks at the systems concept of sustainability, Mudacu-
mura goes a step further to suggest a general theory of sustainability after
considering the growing dissatisfaction over what is known about the
underlying premises of development. Several scholars have labeled such
knowledge as practically irrelevant, theoretically impoverished, ideologi-
cally prejudiced, and narrowly focused—lacking multidisciplinary perspec-
tives. The absence of a clear theoretical and analytical framework makes
it difficult to determine whether the new policies will indeed foster an
environmentally sound and socially meaningful form of development.

Keeping in mind current large-scale global development changes,
Mudacumura’s chapter alludes to the previous models of development,
which failed to devote serious attention to the phenomenon of sustain-
ability, and presents his general theory of sustainability, which attempts
to bridge the economic, social, cultural, political, ecological, and spiritual
dimensions of development while giving equal consideration to each
dimension. Three overall insights derived from his general theory of
sustainability conclude his chapter: (1) societal empowerment, which
connotes a process by which individuals may gain mastery or control over
their own life with democratic participation in the life of their community
while providing the opportunity for citizens to feel their own worth, be
all they can be, and see the same worth in other people; (2) global
networking, which creates an enabling environment for solving complex
development issues, since global networking rests on the premise that
active collaboration among organizations engaged in promoting develop-
ment may take advantage of creative synergies to achieve outcomes that
are impossible for anyone to achieve alone; and (3) holistic thinking, an
emerging approach that provides a better analogy for understanding society
and its complex issues, in particular, the interrelationships among the six
dimensions and the two theoretical boundaries of the general theory of
sustainability. As the ingredients of a cake are inexplicably intertwined
and are necessary for full flavor, so are the development dimensions
interconnected and indispensable for sustainable development.

Ultimately, addressing sustainable development issues implies thinking
holistically, that is, looking at the big picture (the whole phenomenon of
sustainability) while maintaining awareness of the interconnected dimen-
sions of development.

O. P. Dwivedi and Renu Khator, authors of the last chapter in the first
section, looked at the major global development milestones, tracing the
initial large-scale attempts to sustain development from the 1972 Stockholm
Conference, which heightened worldwide awareness of pollution prob-
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lems. These problems emerged in reaction to the publication of The Limits
to Growth, a study that underscored the urgency to control the present
growth trends in world population, industrialization and pollution, food
production, and resource depletion. Until that time, the pollution problem
was seen as a by-product of industrialization, and the authors refer to
Indira Gandhi, former prime minister of India, who coined the concept
of “pollution of poverty” while arguing that poverty and need are the
greatest polluters.

The world gathering in Sweden led to the establishment of environment
ministries, departments, and agencies worldwide, thus putting the envi-
ronment on the international agenda. It further laid the foundation for the
next United Nations (UN) Conference on Environment and Development
(UNCED), also known as the Earth Summit, held in 1992 in Rio de Janeiro.
The summit adopted Agenda 21, a blueprint for sustainable development,
with agreed common vision for growth, equity, and nature conservation
for future generations, and created a new agency, the UN Commission
on Sustainable Development, to collect data on environmental and devel-
opment activities and to monitor individual and collective progress of
nations toward achieving the goals set forth in Agenda 21.

Ten years after the Rio conference, the anticipated progress had been
much slower to materialize than hoped. The state of the world’s environ-
ment remained very fragile, while the vast majority of human beings still
lived in conditions of unbearable deprivation and squalor. Dwivedi and
Khator note that these issues were the focus of the third global develop-
ment milestone, the UN-sponsored Millennium Summit, in 2002. It was
hoped that by the time nations assembled in South Africa, concrete and
practical steps would be agreed on to deal with the core relationship
between human society and the natural environment. The authors contend
that the summit missed the opportunity to respond seriously to the injustice
of disparity between the rich’s easy access to resources and what is left
to the poor, to halt the continuing assault on the ecological well-being of
Mother Earth, and to do something concrete to help improve the life of
the marginalized of the planet.

The following section elaborates on specific policies and institutions
aimed at fostering sustainable development. Policy makers have been
struggling with issues ranging from ever-growing proportion of city dwell-
ers, the challenges of sustaining farming operations while bridging farming
and tourism, and the role of government and nongovernmental institutions
in promoting sustainability.
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Part II. Sustainable Development: Policies and Institutions

Josef Leitman’s chapter underscores the current trend toward an urbanized
world, substantiating his arguments with current urban population statistics
and highlighting that more than half of the world’s population will be
living in cities and towns by the end of the first decade of the 21st century.
As the engines of national and regional economic growth, urban areas
are the world’s most important consumers of resources, generators of
waste, and, consequently, sources of environmental problems. Population
and economic growth are partly responsible for creating externali-
ties—more people making more things demand more resources and
generate more waste. The resulting set of environmental problems consists
of inadequate access to environmental infrastructure and services, pollu-
tion from urban wastes, natural resource degradation, exposure to envi-
ronmental risks, and global environmental issues.

Addressing such urban environmental problems requires the interaction
of numerous public, private, not-for-profit, and household stakeholders;
each group has its own interests and patterns of behavior, which lead to
varied and sometimes conflicting actions and viewpoints. Thus, realizing
that one quarter to one third of all urban households in the world live
in absolute poverty, any policy geared toward the improvement of urban
environmental problem must not overlook the importance of reducing
poverty, which interacts with the urban environment. In tackling the
broader issue of vulnerability of the urban poor, Leitman suggests a three-
pronged approach: (1) a propoor orientation in the options for solving
other security problems, for example, slum upgrading and lifeline utility
pricing as alternatives for increasing access to services and infrastructure;
(2) growth-with-equity strategies that create an enabling environment for
more urban poor to reduce their economic vulnerability; and (3) political
rights and participation so that the problems of poverty are articulated
and recognized in the political arena.

Sustaining the urban population requires policy makers to understand
what it takes to sustain farming operations, which supply food, a key
element on the hierarchy of physical needs. The chapter coauthored by
Eric Goewie, Júlio da Silva, João Pedro Zabaleta, and Rui Melo de Souza
attempts to answer the empirical question, “What is sustainable farming?”
The authors echo the same problem raised by previous contributors
regarding the multitude of definitions of sustainability, reiterating the
challenge to quantify this concept since nobody knows the specific needs
of future generations. Narrowing their focus on farming, the authors view
its aim as striving for minimal disturbance of production conditions in
soil, crops, and animals, reminding the reader that the use of synthetic
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compounds and various tillage methods could reduce soil fertility. They
further allude to the sustainability of agricultural production systems, which
are related to the potential of self-restoration of production factors used
for farming. Thus, sustainability may be a function of the possibilities for
self-restoration inside a farm.

Concretely, land use is in a state of sustainable development if the
farmers permanently strive for equilibrium between what they apply to
and what they remove from their land. One of the main findings of their
research is that organic management of land use systems substitutes
external inputs with organic inputs, which are obtained from natural
resources such as biological nitrogen fixation, biological control of pests,
and maintenance of a high level of permanent soil fertility. Such resources
are found in farm- or forest-bound ecosystems, and the management of
such systems is ecosystems oriented and pays attention to the self-
organizing properties of the ecosystems concerned.

While Gowie and colleagues explore the type of knowledge needed
for sustainable farming, Tracy Berno’s chapter highlights the need to bridge
sustainable agriculture and sustainable tourism for the sake of enhancing
sustainability. Considering that tourism has had few salient benefits for
those in the rural regions, Berno proposes to expand the backward
economic linkages by increasing the amount of local agricultural products
used in the tourism industry, a suggestion that calls for a joint optimization
of three related areas of sustainability: sustainable agriculture, sustainable
cuisine, and the tourism industry. By focusing on the more sustainable
production and use of agricultural products in the tourism sector, along
with enhancing the economic benefit, a reduction in “product miles” and
other wastes can be realized.

The author further notes that experiencing a country’s products is
essential to understanding its culture. As such, sustainable cuisine is
becoming an intricate part of an authentic travel experience, and the
development and promotion of sustainable cuisine through the operation-
alization of the “farm-to-restaurant” concept can support sustainable agri-
culture by increasing demand for local products, as well as contributing
to the overall ethos of sustainable tourism. In a nutshell, the chapter
explores the relationships of sustainable agriculture, sustainable cuisine,
and the tourism industry, particularly as it relates to sustainable tourism.
Means for increasing the linkages among these three areas of sustainability
are discussed, and the barriers and facilitators to implementing the farm-
to-restaurant concept are identified.

So far, the contributors in this second section of the book have geared
their focus on policy issues related to urban population and sustainable
agriculture and tourism. The remaining contributions shed light on the
role of government and nongovernmental institutions in furthering
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sustainable development. In that respect, Heather Nel discusses how local
governments in partnership with nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)
are becoming frontline development agencies capable of bringing about
the social and economic welfare of local communities in South Africa.
Municipalities, she argues, work together with local communities to find
sustainable ways to meet their needs and improve the quality of their
lives. In this context, municipalities are required to devise integrated
development plans that form the framework for development projects
within the local government sphere.

Her chapter devotes attention to the need for active community par-
ticipation in project conception, as well as the various mechanisms or
strategies that are utilized by South African municipalities to bring about
integrated development. With respect to the strategies to enhance com-
munity participation within the local government sphere, she elaborates
on the need for municipal–community partnerships in South Africa with
specific reference to engaging NGOs in local development initiatives.
Despite the benefits of engaging such community partners in the concep-
tion and implementation of development projects, the author notes that
the balance of power still often lies in favor of local government and
suggests the need for training and capacity building of both civil society
organizations and local government managers to rectify this situation. She
recommends that both parties to the partnership should have a clear
understanding of their respective roles and responsibilities with respect
to planning and implementing sustainable development projects within
the local government sphere.

Nel’s contribution focuses on the microlevel of local government;
Noorjahan Bava takes a macroperspective to explore India’s march toward
sustainable development, a challenging process in governance throughout
the world. For Bava, sustainable development is about human endeavors
for the realization of the development ideals and goals of intergenerational
equity, intergender equity, and intranational and international equity. She
further sees sustainable development as a multidimensional concept,
which entails ecological, socioeconomic, and politicocultural sustainability.
As a process, sustainable development denotes all efforts made by the
people individually and collectively and by the government at various
levels aimed at the fulfillment of the basic needs of life with scope for
improvement in the quality of life. This process must establish and maintain
synergy between development and environment; that is, concern for
conservation of natural resources and ecological balance should be inte-
grated into developmental plans and strategies. Bava examines all these
theoretical issues, addresses people’s participation in sustainable develop-
ment and the performance failures, and alludes to some empirical findings
on India’s performance on the sustainable development front. She
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concludes her chapter on a pessimistic note that India has to walk many
miles before achieving sustainable development. With this brief back-
ground on policies and institutions, the contributors in the following
section gear their focus on national and regional sustainable development
experiences.

Part III. Sustainable Development: National and Regional 
Experiences

Addressing the challenges of microfinance in Asia, Kathryn Gow first notes
the increasing growth of microfinance schemes, which are making a
remarkable difference in the life of individuals who have access to
microcredit loans. These individuals are often women, and their only
alternative (outside loans from families) has been to borrow cash from
traditional moneylenders; this process in turn leads them to be exploited
and locks them into the continuing cycle of poverty because of very high
interest rates.

Gow’s chapter focuses primarily on the goals, objectives, and strategies
for microfinance schemes and the overarching policies that have allowed
them to flourish. The author points out that since most microfinance
programs are conducted in rural areas, public policy on rural development
has a vital influence on the support, funding, and regulation of poverty
alleviation and rural development strategies. She further remarks that the
presence of microfinance institutions in rural areas may be preventing
rural people from migrating to the cities in search of work; the more
people leave a community, the more the remaining community suffers
from the absence of those human resources and their income. Undoubt-
edly, policies that facilitate microfinance schemes and institutions need to
have strategies that ensure the review of the management and monitoring
of such activities within an overarching conceptualization of sustainability.

As Gow focuses on the microfinance experiences in Asia, Patricia
Hippler investigates how American citizens, through a variety of tools, are
turning their communities around and generating optimism for the sus-
tainable future. Her chapter examines the value of a participatory approach
to sustainable neighborhood revitalization and underscores the critical role
of participation in sustainable development efforts. She further outlines
some of the more common tools to facilitate participation, provides
examples of participation efforts in various cities across the country, and
concludes with an important discussion of the limits and constraints of
participation, as well as some suggestions to overcome the challenges.

Following the challenges of revitalizing the urban cities in North
America, the third chapter in this section looks at the experience of
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sustaining rural development in Nigeria, the most populous country in
Africa. Indeed, Andrew Zekeri reiterates that contemporary trends in the
rural areas of many African countries seem to demand bold initiatives in
rural policy and a concerted effort in sustainable rural development policy,
highlighting how a comprehensive and effective rural policy has been an
elusive goal and sustainable rural development policy has become more
of a rhetoric exercise than a reality at both national and international
levels. He further notes that searching for a sustainable rural development
policy for Africa in the 21st century requires a critical review of previous
rural development policies and projects to identify the major pitfalls. Such
a review can suggest directions for a new agenda to apply social science
research and education in the search for sustainable development policy
and administration.

Concretely, his chapter examines the impact of an agricultural devel-
opment project on rural farmers and their farming system, paying attention
to the adoption of recommended farm practices and reasons why the
project failed to alleviate poverty and to increase domestic output of
agricultural products. The chapter further identifies some of the essential
elements of sustainable rural development that are used as criteria for
assessing the performance of the World Bank–sponsored agricultural
development project. Zekeri presents finally some policy implications of
the findings and lessons learned for sustainable rural development in the
21st century.

Similarly, in searching for development solutions for depressed rural
areas in the United States of America, David Walker explores how various
states turned to prisons as an engine for local economic development
when traditional underpinnings of rural economies—including farming
and resource extraction—were eroding. He argues that changing public
policies toward drug abuse, crime, and incarceration resulted in an explo-
sion in the number of state and federal prisoners after the mid-1970s,
prompted rural communities to compete for prisons with hopes of attract-
ing jobs and rebuilding their economy. Envisioning recession-proof pros-
perity and growth guaranteed by steadily increasing incarceration rates,
as well as multiplier effects to spur new businesses, rural communities all
over the country offered a variety of inducements to attract prisons.

Walker, moreover, reviews the growing body of research that indicates
how the tangible economic benefits of prison construction to host com-
munities are negligible and may even be negative in some cases. Mean-
while, the social costs of hosting a prison remain largely overlooked in
cost–benefit assessments since those costs are difficult to measure. Fur-
thermore, the author expands on the future prospects of rural prison
economies, which are increasingly uncertain, and underscores that prisons
have turned out to be unreliable engines of rural economic development.
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Along the lines of regional and national sustainable development
experiences, the chapter authored by Watana Luanrata and C. Visvanathan
emphasizes the crucial issues of waste management in the metropolis of
Bangkok, underscoring how spills of waste, dust problems during trans-
port, and malodor from transfer stations and landfill sites constitute some
of the technical problems encountered in waste management, problems
about which affected citizens have complained. Moreover, waste collectors
and scavengers work in an unhealthy environment, which creates a serious
social problem. The authors suggest additional sustainable measures based
on the legal, financial, and technical instruments and motivation to exert
control in the waste generation, sound collection system, market for recycle
and reuse, dissemination of information and environmental education, a
monitoring system for the proposed activities, and pilot projects.

As Luanrata and Visvanathan deal with waste management problems
in the Bangkok metropolitan area, Britta Meinke takes a macroperspective
in studying the international hazardous waste trade. In her chapter, she
documents how the transboundary movements of hazardous wastes are
a phenomenon of the industrialized world and are legitimized with free
trade and labor sharing in waste disposal among states with the same
economic and environmental standards. Meinke further notes how the
poorest countries in the world joined the group of potential importing
countries for hazardous wastes, highlighting the extent to which the new
“importing countries” usually lacked the financial, technical, legal, and
institutional capacity for monitoring trade in hazardous waste and pre-
venting illegal imports. Ultimately, controlling the transfrontier movement
of hazardous wastes requires governments and international organizations
to support efforts to achieve an effective international regime, here con-
ceived as sets of implicit or explicit principles, norms, rules, and decision-
making procedures around which actors’ expectations converge in a given
area of international relations.

The chapter provides insights on how international environmental
regimes can contribute to sustainable development, supporting the argu-
ment that in some issue areas, states establish and maintain not only global
regimes but also regional ones to ensure effective protection of the
environment. She alludes to the Basel Convention on the Control of Trans-
Boundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal signed in
March 1989 by 35 countries and the European Community. The provisions
of the Basel Convention cover the generation, management, and disposal
of hazardous wastes.

Thus far, the chapters in this section have dealt with microfinance in
Asia, neighborhood revitalization in the United States, rural development
in Sub-Saharan Africa, rural development in the United States, waste
management in Bangkok, and international hazardous waste trade. In the
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last chapter of this section, Paul Mocombe looks at the institutionalization
of poverty in the Third World using the case of Grenada. Starting with
the argument that some developing countries’ governments sell their
countries and people to foreign investors in nontraditional export sectors
through the establishment of export-processing zones (EPZs), which are
labor-intensive manufacturing centers involved in the import of raw mate-
rials and the export of factory products, Mocombe claims that such export-
processing arrangements leave these countries and their citizens at the
mercy of foreign manufacturers. He further attempts to shed light on
globalization and its necessary outcome—the institutionalization of poverty
throughout the Third World—within the relational signs of the Protestant
ethic, interpreting the impact of globalization from the context of the
Grenadian government, which has adopted (forcefully) this way of life.
As for any new phenomenon, the pros and cons of the impact of
globalization have been the subject of serious debate in recent years, and
the following section alludes to some of the arguments when addressing
sustainable development’s current and future challenges.

Part IV. Sustainable Development: 
Current and Future Challenges

For the last two decades, development researchers have attempted to
ascertain the factors that prevent development from being sustainable
while searching for plausible strategies leading to sustainability. Some
make the simplistic “one size fits all” development approaches the scape-
goat of the majority of, if not all, development failures. Others view the
current practice of identifying cause-and-effect linkages for a multifaceted
phenomenon such as sustainable development and devising appropriate
policies as the challenging task confronting development scholars. Overall,
the state of the art in both the theory and the practice of implementing
sustainable development policies in both the “North” and “South” is still
deficient.

Since translating policy reforms and program intentions into results
that ultimately produce benefits and better lives for citizens is the heart
of sustainability endeavors, Gedeon Mudacumura reviews the develop-
ment literature, exploring the challenges of implementing sustainable
development policies in both developed and developing countries. One
of the critical challenges has been the language and terminology gap
between theorists and practitioners, and bridging this gap may lead to
developing both wider and better understanding of implementation factors
and the process linking policy goals to outcomes. Similarly, policy makers
and public managers face the challenge of sustaining policy reforms
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beyond the launch phase so that those policy changes, whose benefits
rarely appear in the short term, can bear fruit. The author further looks
at the fragmented nonlinear nature of the policy process, and elaborates
on policy implementation in a multiorganizational context, putting more
emphasis on the crucial interactions of development organizations com-
mitted to various forms of social change and development leading to
strong sustainable communities.

Building on his experience in less developed countries (LDCs), Anthony
Barclay contends that the pursuit of human development has been and
remains exceedingly challenging because of the complexity of the issues,
the peculiarities of contexts, and the enormity of the constraints. Thus, if
sustainable development is to have any substantive operational signifi-
cance, it must be defined more concretely to reflect contextual and spatial
specificity. Otherwise it would serve only as an abstraction of limited
pertinence to comprehending the dynamics and profound complexities
of the issues concerning the improvement of human development.

From that perspective, Barclay’s chapter addresses the challenges of
improving human development, discussing sustainable development in
the context of governance with reference to African countries in general,
and Liberia in particular, within a political economy framework. From an
institutional perspective, the author views governance and political econ-
omy as sustainable development’s contextual features. He further presents
the sustainable development challenges faced by most African countries,
highlighting the Liberian situation as a case study to provide an empirical
content. His emphasis on Liberia provides a credible indication through
which one may understand the dramatic downward spiral of Liberia’s
socioeconomic conditions and the imperative for recovery along a path
of sustainable development. To achieve this end, Barclay suggests a
people-centered approach to institutional development in which capacity
building prioritizes personal development so that progress and achieve-
ment may be realized not by the personalization of the issues, but rather
by individuals’ and groups’ character, competence, and genuine commit-
ment.

Besides the challenges of bridging the gap between theorists and
practitioners, and the imperative of improving human development
through capacity building, Getachew Assefa and Bjorn Frostell acknowl-
edge the challenges of devising appropriate technologies with minimal
negative impacts on the environment. Considering the current growth of
world population and the shrinking of nonrenewable resources, the
authors argue that the application of technologies will continue to increase
in line with the quest for commensurate carrying capacity of the Earth.

In light of the rapid evolution of science and technology that leads to
increased energy and resource consumption and environmental pollution,
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Assefa and Frostell allude to the 1972 Stockholm Conference, which
brought to light the undesirable impact of technologies. Among other
areas of concern, the conference underscored the need for understanding
and controlling the man-made changes in the major ecological systems,
the need for accelerating the dissemination of environmentally sound
technologies and for developing alternatives to existing harmful technol-
ogies, and the need to avoid commitment to new technologies before
adequately assessing their envir onmental consequences. Of the
approaches and tools proposed to assess different impacts of technical
systems, technology assessment (TA) has won institutional recognition
since its inception, and the Congressional Office of Technology Assessment
(OTA) in the United States was founded with the aim to study technological
change and provide early indications of the probable positive and negative
impacts of the application of technology. The authors elaborate on the
concept of TA, pointing out the limitations associated with conventional
TA. Current activities at the international level are also presented.

Similarly, the chapter by Ralph Luken and Nadejda Komendantova-
Amann addresses the challenge of assessing the outcomes of sustainable
development strategies in developing and transitional economies. One of
the recommendations of the Rio Conference required countries to jointly
optimize their various sectoral economic, social, and environmental pol-
icies and plans for the sake of achieving sustainable development. In that
context, most developing country governments have made efforts to draw
up national sustainable development strategies, and the last World Summit
on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg called for the com-
pletion and the beginning of the implementation of those strategies by
2005.

With regard to recent assessment of industry-related issues, the authors
refer to the International Forum on National Sustainable Development
Strategies, which discussed the experiences in formulating national sus-
tainable development strategies and highlighted a number of obstacles in
the realization of these strategies such as the inability of many countries
to develop a clear approach to the issue or to create effective assessment
mechanisms; a proliferation of policies, activities, and institutions focusing
on different sustainable development concerns but with no or little coor-
dination among ministries or agencies; and the inadequate sharing of the
experience gathered.

Given the dearth of information about the role of industry in sustainable
development, the United Nations Industrial Development Organization
(UNIDO), as part of its preparatory activities for WSSD, requested national
experts in 18 developing and transitional economies to report on the
extent to which recent changes in industrial, environmental, and technol-
ogy policies have more closely aligned industrial development objectives
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with sustainable development objectives. The experts were also requested
to assess the impact of industry (manufacturing in particular) on sustainable
development, roughly over the period 1990 to 2000, to report on obstacles
encountered in enhancing the positive and reducing the negative impacts
of industry on sustainable development, and to put forward proposals for
enhancing the contribution of industry to sustainable development.

Thus, Luken and Komendantova-Amann use the 18 national reports
and international data sources to ascertain the impact of industry on
sustainable development in the 18 countries. Considering the qualitative
nature of the economic, social, and environmental data in these national
reports, the assessment draws only on data available from international
organizations. The authors characterize available industry-relevant data on
all three dimensions of sustainable development—social, economic, and
ecological—and then elaborate on trends in a few of the identified
parameters to give a sense of what happened on each of the thr ee
dimensions over the period 1990 to 2000 and present an integrative index
using a methodology similar to the one used by the United Nations
Development Program in constructing the Human Development Index.
The chapter concludes with a summary of the perceptions of the country
experts about the obstacles to enhancing the socioeconomic impacts and
mitigating the negative environmental impacts of industry on sustainable
development.

In terms of ascertaining the current and future challenges to sustainable
development, G. Miller and Tracy Berno’s chapter reviews the changing
conceptualizations of the tourism industry, particularly as they relate to
sustainable tourism. Currently, tourism is the world’s largest economic
sector and its economic importance is indisputable. Tourism is one of the
top five export categories for 83% of all countries in the world and the
main source of foreign exchange for at least 38% of countries. Tourism
is the only international trade in services in which the LDCs have consis-
tently had surpluses compared with the rest of the world. Between 1980
and 1996, LDCs’ positive balance in the travel account rose from US$4.6
billion to US$65.9 billion. This was driven primarily by the growth of
inbound tourism to countries in Asia, the Pacific Islands, and Africa.

Moreover, the authors argue that having identified the potentially
negative environmental impacts of tourism and having moved beyond a
simple recognition of the economic benefits of tourism, development
planners now need to advance beyond the reactionary interpretation that
sustainable tourism (ST) is synonymous with ecotourism. This requires a
more sophisticated understanding of the tourism industry that integrates
the industry with other sectors of the economy and seeks further stake-
holder involvement to promote sustainable development. The chapter
concludes by presenting a discussion of the need to facilitate this
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conceptual shift through the development of indicators that can assist
monitoring of whether tourism is moving toward or away from sustain-
ability.

The last chapter in this section underlines the challenges facing health-
care managers in the newly independent nations of the former Soviet
Union. Patricia Cholewka analyzes these countries’ health-care systems
between 1991 and 2001 and highlights how health-care managers accus-
tomed to a controlled command economy had a hard time in embracing
the management premises of the free-market economy. Judged by Western
health-care management models, the health-care systems in the newly
independent nations of the former Soviet Union were incapable of meeting
patient care standards within the dynamic, business-oriented, and con-
sumer-driven environments of more established democratic countries.
Among other constraints, these countries lacked adequate funding for
advanced medical technology, relied on outdated clinical practice stan-
dards and administrative protocols, lacked comparable academic knowl-
edge and an unbiased research base, and dealt with an entrenched
bureaucracy that perpetrated a static health-care culture focused on ther-
apeutics instead of disease prevention.

Cholewka’s chapter presents a brief retrospective review of some of
the intrinsic constraints influencing resistance to health-care change, the
anticipated changes to these systems, and the actual program outcomes.
She discusses the challenges of restructuring the inherited pro-Communist
system’s style, while profiling both unresolved and ongoing health-care
issues that should be acknowledged in order to devise appropriate policies
geared toward a sustainable health-care system. Sustaining the health-care
system, she argues, requires paying attention to health-care financing,
improving quality of health services, and mobilizing citizens and commu-
nities for better health.

Part V. Conclusion: Alternatives and Recommendations

Thus far, the chapters in this volume have looked at various aspects of
the sustainable development phenomenon, pointing out some relevant
concerns that need in-depth examination. The authors contributing to this
last section shed light on some alternatives and specific recommendations
for sustaining development. Concretely, Stephan Schwenke assesses the
World Bank’s new urban strategy created after the Bank realized that
urban development activities could and should have a greater impact in
raising the living standards of the poor and promoting equity. His chapter
highlights how life is extremely tough in the urban areas in LDCs of the
world, where the severity of poverty and the deprivation of opportunities
constitute a profound moral challenge, a problem often overlooked by
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the rich and powerful in the South and in the more advanced, industri-
alized, and postindustrial economies of the world. His assessment raises
several legitimate questions such as “Is it morally permissible to maintain
distinct and inferior standards for people just because they are poor? If
not, who would enforce a more equitable standard? Are there moral
obligations that we have—as individuals and governments, North and
South—to overcome deprivation and uphold a more uniform standard of
dignity in the urban South? And why has so little been said, when
discussing urbanization in the South, concerning such moral dimensions?”

The author explores the new urban strategy from ethical and moral
perspectives and suggests some explicit amendments including the rec-
ognition of universal human dignity, the embracing of a process of moral
analysis within governance processes, and the institutionalization of pop-
ular participation based on the moral equality of all persons. In this
manner, each city might gradually move toward an explicit, integrated,
and localized articulation of the livable city ideal, influencing development
strategies and governance processes qualitatively, and providing the essen-
tial motivation for sustained beneficial change.

Whereas Schwenke narrows his focus to the World Bank’s new urban
strategy, the chapter authored by Lucio Munoz attempts to broaden the
scope of sustainable development by bridging public and private inter-
faces. He introduces a framework that allows one to state the necessary
and sufficient conditions for the existence of long-term full human
rights–friendly development and describes the dilemmas that are generated
when moving away from full human rights friendliness.

Concretely, Munoz’s framework is based on whether or not develop-
ment processes are fueled by the interaction of local and international
human rights–friendly businesses and governments. Such a framework
allows an appreciation of the structure of development processes when
interacting business and government actions are considered to be human
rights–unfriendly, or partially human rights–friendly, or totally human
rights–friendly. The author describes the main human rights interfaces of
businesses and governments to point out the need to work toward the
promotion and implementation of proactive private–public human
rights–friendly development models that are based on the notion of self-
interest and regulation consistency. Using qualitative, comparative theo-
retical tools, Munoz shows how business self-interest can be framed to
be human rights–friendly through effective monitoring and enforcement,
and highlights the dilemmas generated when relaxing local and interna-
tional monitoring and enforcement mechanisms partially or totally.

Munoz’s chapter uses qualitative comparative analysis to underscore the
need for businesses and governments to jointly optimize their collaboration
for the materialization of human-centered development. Shifting the focus
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to the foundation principles of accounting, Kala Saravanamuthu evaluates
accounting’s contributions to the development of analytical tools that
should promote innovation and implementation of sustainable practices.
She recognizes the underlying connection between information and the
decision-making process and argues that it can no longer be assumed that
“better” information will always results in greater optimality. Her chapter
adds an ethical dimension to March and Simons’s satisficing decision
processes. Information, she contends, refers to analytical data, which
involve rethinking how accounting represents business performance
because management decisions can either (further) aggravate or mitigate
the impact of business activities on the fragile socioecological environment,
which has already been ravaged by organizational practices that have
prioritized economic growth above everything else.

Acknowledging that society does not have the luxury of postponing
ethical issues until it has generated “enough” money, Saravanamuthu
examines the ethics behind the various definitions of sustainable devel-
opment and assesses a number of competing interpretations with regard
to the meaning and implications of sustainability while attempting to make
sense of the pertinent question regarding managers’ accountability under
an ethos of sustainable development. In her critique of accounting’s
contribution to the sustainability debate, she draws on a European study
of environmental management accounting practices and the most recent
Global Reporting Initiative to determine whether accounting is living up
to contemporary societal expectations: that is, to engender socioenviron-
mentally conscious decisions.

In the concluding chapter of this volume, Shamsul Haque looks at the
critical impacts of inequality on sustainable development, contending that
current studies on sustainable development encompass its major dimen-
sions, causes, and implications, which are embedded in its diverse con-
cepts, approaches, models, and even policies. However, a major
component of existing research are the “causes” challenging sustainability
or leading to unsustainability. Some of these common causes include
environmental predicaments, population explosion, modern economic
growth, industrialization and urban expansion, and human poverty.

His chapter recognizes these causes of unsustainable development but
stresses another more serious but overlooked cause—various forms of
inequality within and between nations such as economic inequality, con-
sumption inequality, social inequality, political inequality, and cultural
inequality—attempting to explain how these major forms of inequality
may have caused greater harm to the environment and sustainability than
the other widely discussed causal factors. The chapter concludes with a
recommendation that these major forms of inequalities must be resolved
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to a certain extent in order to ensure a meaningful form of sustainable
development in all nations and regions.
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Introduction and Background
In recent years, the growing worldwide concern for a sustainable mode
of progress or development has led to a proliferation of academic discourse
and policy debate on the issue, which in turn has created a greater need
for articulating the meanings of sustainable development, reconciling its
diverse connotations, and reaching a conceptual consensus in this regard.
The significance of this conceptual clarity and consensus lies in the fact
that the vast field of development studies, in which sustainable development
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is a recent addition, is replete with irreconcilable ideological differences,
theoretical impasse, and policy controversies. In addition, compared to
well-established and widely debated topics in economic development, the
question of sustainability is relatively new in terms of its systematic study,
and that newness also signifies the need for its proper conceptual clari-
fication.

However, in the evolution of sustainable development as a concept,
it is possible to discern some major events and stages. In the 1960s,
international conferences such as the Ecological Aspects of International
Development Conference in Washington, D.C. (1968), and the UNESCO
Biosphere Conference in Paris (1968) emphasized the significance of
environmental sustainability in pursuing economic development (Barrow,
1995, p. 369). During this period, it was increasingly realized that there
are serious limits of environmental capacity to assimilate wastes created
in the process of economic growth (Crabbé, 1997). In this regard, several
case studies on development projects pointed out the limits of economic
growth and stressed the need for finding alternatives to balance economic
growth with environmental concern. This emerging focus on environmen-
tal questions, which implied the growing challenge to the sustainability
of prevailing modes of development, became more globally recognized
because of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment
(1972) attended by 119 countries, which resulted in the Stockholm Dec-
laration on the Human Environment as well as Action Plan for the Human
Environment, which emphasized more environment-friendly development
plans and strategies and more effective environmental assessment and
protection at the national and international levels (Reid, 1995).

While this increasing realization of the environment–development link-
age represented significant progress in advancing the principle of sustain-
ability, it was the International Union for the Conservation of Nature
(IUCN) that in 1980 formally introduced the term sustainable development,
especially through its report World Conservation Strategy: Living Resources
Conservation for Sustainable Development (IUCN, 1980). In this IUCN
report, the concept of sustainability stressed the need for integrating natural
conservation and economic development, preserving biodiversity, and
taking care of the biosphere for the current and future generations (IUCN,
1980; Mebratu, 2000). In 1986, the IUCN also organized the Ottawa
Conference on Conservation and Development, which paid attention to
the significance of people’s basic needs, self-determination, social justice,
and ecological integrity for sustainable development (Reid, 1995). To a
great extent, these IUCN initiatives represented a precursor to subsequent
efforts to conceptualize sustainable development, including the definition
provided by the report of the World Commission on Environment and
Development (WCED).
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For this widely known WCED report Our Common Future, which is
also known as the Brundtland Report (named after Gro Harlem Brundtland,
who headed the WCED), sustainable development is “development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 8). In articulating
such a concept of sustainable development, the Brundtland Report not
only emphasizes the satisfaction of basic needs (e.g., food, water, energy,
sanitation) for the current and future generations, it also requires a change
toward a new pattern of economic growth that is equitable and sustainable
(Crabbé, 1997; Mebratu, 2000). The report also stresses the need for
attaining a sustainable level of population, reorienting technology, con-
serving resources, and pursuing participatory development (WCED, 1987).
The Brundtland Report played a crucial role in establishing sustainable
development as a global model, and to a great extent, shaped the agenda
for the subsequent debates at the UN Conference on Environment and
Development or Earth Summit (1992), the Kyoto Conference (1997), the
World Summit on Sustainable Development (2002), and so on. Among
these recent events, however, it is the Earth Summit that became one of
the most effective means to reinforce the significance of environmental
sustainability and generate global awareness of the environment–devel-
opment relationship. The major outcomes of this Earth Summit, including
the Convention on Biological Diversity, the Convention on Climate
Change, the Rio Declaration, and Agenda 21, draw attention to the
importance of some major dimensions of environmental sustainability in
pursuing socioeconomic development (Haque, 2000).

During the period since this Earth Summit, sustainable development
has been illustrated and advocated through many other conferences,
workshops, books, journals, and reports. Despite the proliferation of such
debates and publications, there are critics who argue that the concepts of
sustainable development remain quite vague, contradictory, confusing,
and overlapping (Daly 1996; Langhelle, 1999; Thomas, 1990). This con-
ceptual ambiguity has allegedly become a source of disagreement rather
than consensus (Daly 1996; Holmen, 2001). It is argued that the conno-
tations of sustainable development based on individual interpretations
have become so diverse that the concept has often been “misused” and
become almost “meaningless” (Holmen, 2001). In this regard, it is necessary
to articulate a more comprehensive concept of sustainable development
in order to have any meaningful discourse and effective policy agenda on
the issue. It is pointed out by Sachs (1991) and Lele (1991) that the
imprecise concepts of sustainable development may lead to conflicting
policies, and its inconsistent interpretations need to be overcome if it is
to be accepted as a “meaningful paradigm” of development. This chapter
examines the existing interpretations of sustainable development, evaluates
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their major limitations, and concludes by offering some suggestions to
reach a comprehensive view on the concept.

Existing Interpretations of Sustainable Development
During recent decades, the number of concepts or interpretations related
to sustainable development almost exploded across academic disciplines
as well as among national and international policy circles, although the
actual conceptual differences among them seem to be quite superficial
(Crabbé, 1997; Langhelle, 1999). This proliferation of sustainable devel-
opment concepts offered by academics, policy experts, and international
institutions has become quite unmanageable and may require some clas-
sification of such fragmented, overlapping, and repetitive concepts into
broader conceptual categories. In general, most existing concepts of
sustainable development can be categorized into three major perspectives:
(1) the human-centric perspective, which emphasizes the primacy of
human economic needs and values (for both current and future genera-
tions); (2) the ecocentric perspective, which stresses the inherent value
or goodness in environmental sustainability beyond human needs; and
(3) the dualistic perspective, which tends to focus on both human needs
and environmental concerns.

First, under the human-centric perspective, which is also known as the
anthropocentric paradigm, the idea of sustainable development emerged
as a means to express the concern for the continuing satisfaction of human
needs across generations, which increasingly appeared to be under chal-
lenge by the worsening ecological disorder and rapid resource depletion.
In this regard, the IUCN report emphasized the conservation of resources
with a view to overcoming the deteriorating ecological condition chal-
lenging human development (Atkinson, 2000). More importantly, the
Brundtland Report clearly expressed the primacy of human needs of the
current and future generations in its definition of sustainable development,
an anthropocentric view (Langhelle, 2000, p. 300; WCED, 1987, p. 8). For
this Brundtland Report, which has been one of the most frequently cited
sources of the sustainability concept since its publication in 1987, the
“exploitation of resources” should be consistent with present and future
human needs (WCED, 1987, pp. 8–10).

Since the publication of this report, there has been a significant
expansion of conceptual debate on sustainable development dominated
by such a human-centric perspective for which the main focus is on the
maintenance of the ecological support system needed for the continuing
survival of the human species (Liverman et al., 1988). In particular, the
emphasis is on how to maintain the availability of necessary natural
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resources and conducive living atmosphere for future generations by
ensuring that the current rates of resource use and waste disposal do not
exceed the rates of resource regeneration and waste absorption (Pearce,
1988). The “thoroughput” approach of Daly (2002) also holds this view
of sustainable development by stressing the principle that the “physical
flow from nature’s sources” (which passes through the economy and
returns to “nature’s sinks”) should not decline and the ecosystem’s regen-
erative capacity should be sustained, so that the access of future genera-
tions to the ecosystem’s resources remains at least equivalent to that of
the present generation.

Within the human-centric perspective, there is also the neoclassical
economic interpretation of sustainability. For this neoclassical approach,
the problems of environment are largely caused by the lack of its proper
valuation, for which it is necessary to treat the environment as a commodity
in order to make sure that it is not freely overused and thus is protected
more effectively (Redclift and Benton, 1994). Once the environment as a
commodity is appropriately priced by creating the supply and demand
curves, most societies will adopt protection measures, which would even-
tually be favorable to sustainable development (Jacobs, 1994; Moffat,
Hanley, and Wilson, 2001). In line with this neoclassical approach, some
scholars highlight the need for assessing environmental assets and trans-
actions and increasing utility over time (OECD, 2001). This main tenet of
the neoclassical approach implies the instrumental value of the environ-
ment (commodity) to human needs (utility). On the other hand, those
who analyze sustainable development in the context of poorer developing
countries also favor the human-centric perspective; they prescribe self-
reliant economic progress, improvements in people’s living standards, and
satisfaction of basic needs as a means to stop environmental degradation
and enhance sustainable development, because poverty and scarcity often
compel people to become overreliant on ecological resources (Barbier,
1987; Tolba, 1987).

Second, the ecocentric perspective represents an understanding of sus-
tainable development that is almost the opposite of the human-centric
perspective in terms of its overwhelming emphasis on the significance of
ecology as an end in itself rather than as a means for satisfying present
and future human needs. However, there are some major theoretical
strands within this perspective, including the so-called deep ecology,
ecofeminism, and ecosocialism. The proponents of deep ecology, includ-
ing its founder, Arne Naess, are critical of the human-centric perspective
(also known as “shallow ecology”) and its tendency to dichotomize human
species and nature, assess the environment in terms of its use value to
human concerns, and so on (Dias, 2002). For this deep ecology approach,
there is no separation between humans and natural environment, all
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species have equal rights to life, and all should live in harmony (Li, 1996).
Thus, this approach emphasizes the Earth’s richness in biodiversity and
equality among all species forming the land community (Mebratu, 2000).
It also believes in the intrinsic value of nature and its living beings and
nonliving objects irrespective of whether they are useful or valuable to
human species (Li, 1996).

On the other hand, for those who advocate the ecofeminist view
introduced by Francoise d’Eaubonne, the contemporary ecological crisis
is a consequence of an existing male-dominant system that exploits both
women and nature (Dias, 2002, p. 205). Proponents seek to explain the
linkages between the subjugation of women and subjugation of nature
(Warren, 1993). They believe that the replacement or elimination of such
a male-dominant system, which poses threats to women and nature, is
the main solution to this problem. The ecocentric perspective is also
endorsed by the proponents of ecosocialism, which is similar to the so-
called social ecology introduced by Murray Bookchin. The main contention
of ecosocialism is that the realization of sustainable development is hardly
possible under the capitalist market system, which is largely responsible
for ecological destruction, and that this capitalist development has to be
replaced with an ecology-driven socialist development (Mebratu, 2000).

Third, the dualistic perspective tends to pay attention to both the human
and ecological dimensions of sustainable development. Some authors
emphasize the need for recognizing the crucial relationship between the
“economic system” and the “ecological system” in order to ensure both
the continuity of human life and the diversity of ecological conditions
(Constanza, Daly, and Bartholomew, 1991; Norton, 1992). Because of this
linkage between human existence and the ecological system, the challenge
is how to maintain the basic human living condition without jeopardizing
the ecological system that supports that condition. This argument regarding
the human–ecology relationship in sustainable development is strength-
ened further by stressing the interaction and interdependence between
human needs and ecological integrity. It is believed that the goals of
economic development and ecological sustainability can be mutually
reinforcing rather than contradictory (Lele, 1991).

In line with the dualistic outlook on sustainable development, there
are authors whose policy stance is to make sure that human economic
activities remain within the ecological bounds, that the ability of nature
to provide the life-support system is recognized and respected, and that
the role of environmental inputs in raising the quality of life is appreciated
(Norton, 1992; Pearce and Watford, 1993). Greater importance is also given
to the maintenance of a self-sustaining ecological system while pursuing
human development (Norton, 1992). However, the mode development
itself may need to be changed—and that may require serious compromises
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in economic growth that involves harmful practices—in order to maintain
ecological sustainability. In this regard, there have emerged certain reform
efforts within the traditional human-centric perspective, such as the so-
called anthropocentric reformism, which is less concerned about the
anthropocentric outlook in relation to environmental problems and pays
more attention in this regard to hazardous human practices that “stem
from ignorance, greed, illegal behavior, and shortsightedness” (Dias, 2002,
p. 205).

From the preceding analysis, it can be understood that the dualistic
perspective on sustainable development attempts to stress the importance
of both human progress and ecological sustainability, instead of focusing
too much on the use of the environment to satisfy present and future
human needs (as in the human-centric perspective) or on the intrinsic
value of the ecological system above human needs (as in the case of
ecocentric perspective). The use of this dualistic perspective can be found
not only in conceptual and theoretical literature; it is also pursued in some
empirical studies on sustainable development emphasizing its operational
indicators. For instance, in presenting the sustainability indicators, Kade-
kodi (1992) covers human quality-of-life indicators (e.g., life expectancy,
health standard, income level, and consumption pattern) as well as ecol-
ogy-related indicators (e.g., atmospheric temperature, air and water quality,
forest cover, plant and animal species, and soil quality).

Shortcomings of Existing Interpretations
In the preceding discussion on sustainable development, the chapter has
explained the major categories of its conceptual interpretations falling
under the human-centric, ecocentric, and dualist perspectives. These inter-
pretations have their own limitations or drawbacks pointed out by various
critics, which need to be examined in order to articulate a meaningful
understanding of sustainable development. In this regard, this section
attempts to examine some of the major limits of existing concepts or
interpretations.

First, with regard to human-centric interpretations, many critics argue
that this perspective on sustainable development is too utilitarian and
tends to assess the value of nature in terms of its utility to satisfy human
needs. Despite the emphasis on intergenerational equity, the fact remains
that the focus is mainly on equity among human generations without
much concern for other species, and human needs and preferences tend
to be the utmost priority for most proponents of this perspective (Toman,
1992). The extent of such a utilitarian outlook is more intensive in the
neoclassical economic approach to sustainability, which suggests that it
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is possible to deplete nonrenewable resources if adequate investment is
made in alternative resources for future generations (Heyes and Liston-
Heyes, 1995). In addition, although this perspective is strongly in favor
of intergenerational equity, it seems to be relatively indifferent to the
significance of resolving the severe inequality that currently exists between
the rich and poor citizens and between the developed and developing
countries. Sustainability ethics requires consideration of distributive justice
(Guimaraes, 2001) not only for future generations but also for current
societies and nations.

The human-centric perspective is also accused of being too concerned
with economic growth: it prescribes policies and strategies in favor of
economic growth that often causes rapid resource depletion and worsen
ecological disorder (Haque, 2000; United Nations Development Pro-
gramme, 1996). For some authors, the Brundtland Report itself expected
to have “a new era of economic growth” and showed a certain bias toward
it without specifying how such growth could be environmentally sustain-
able (Reid, 1995; WCED, 1987). It is this preference for continuing eco-
nomic growth inherent in the mainstream human-centric concept of
sustainable development for which many environmentalists dislike the
concept (Holmen, 2001). It is argued further that sustainable development
seems to worry about how environmental problems may affect economic
growth rather than how this growth can affect the environment.

Second, there are also some major limits of the ecocentric perspective
on sustainable development, although it attempts to overcome some of
the shortcomings found in the human-centric view. For some authors, this
perspective is quite unrealistic or impractical, because it tends to discour-
age humans from utilizing any nonrenewable natural resources, and that
is quite unlikely to happen in the real world (Heyes and Liston-Heyes,
1995). In addition, although the proponents of ecocentrism assess the
value of nature in terms of its very existence independently of human
use and consciousness of it, the critics argue that such value has no
relevance to humans and that it becomes valuable only when humans
come in contact, recognize its intrinsic qualities, and often take action to
conserve its integrity (Li, 1996). It is also observed that there are some
contradictions inherent in the ecocentric perspective. In particular, this
perspective considers human population a part of nature as other species
are and believes all of them have an equal right to live; however, one of
its main proponents (Arne Naess) seems to violate this principle by
supporting artificial population control (Li, 1996).

In addition, the extreme goal of some advocates of ecocentrism to
preserve everything “natural” without disruption by human action may
overlook the fact that there are certain aspects of nature (e.g., various
diseases and disasters) that do not always favor the survival of many
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species. As Holmen (2001) mentions, if there had been no human action
or if all choices were surrendered to the fate determined by nature for
the past centuries, then what we could still expect to be “natural” perhaps
would be poverty, crop failures, tuberculosis, infant mortality, mass migra-
tion, and so on. Moreover, for some critics, although the supporters of
the ecocentric perspective like to preserve unspoiled nature and its plant
and animal species and want to enjoy the healing effect of such naturalness
or “primitiveness” in developing societies, the people of these countries
themselves want to overcome this status of “primitiveness” (Holmen, 2001).
They may even interpret such an ecocentric position as an effort of
international institutions such as the United Nations to manipulate devel-
oping countries to accept the environmental agenda set by Western nations
(Crabbé, 1997, p. 5).

Third, although the ecocentric perspective, despite the limits men-
tioned, provides an alternative view on sustainability, the current national
and international debates, conventions, and institutions are largely dom-
inated by the human-centric perspective, often in its most utilitarian form.
It can be easily observed that for two decades, the human-centric prop-
osition on sustainable development presented by the Brundtland Report
(Our Common Future) has been most dominant, and today a full-fledged
“profession has grown up around that proposition” (Taylor, 2002, p. 2).
The aftermath of the Brundtland Report has seen the emergence of some
major competing definitions of sustainable development. Although these
views are classified into so-called strong definitions and weak definitions,
most of them remain in line with the report’s human-centric outlook in
terms of their common emphasis on the centrality of human needs for
present and future generations, although they may differ in terms of how
they prioritize the intergenerational trade-off in natural resources (Pearce
and Warford, 1993; Taylor, 2002).

In the practical operationalization of sustainable development, the
dominance of the human-centric perspective remains strong in environ-
ment-related conventions and protocols (e.g., the Vienna Convention, the
Montreal Protocol, the Convention on Biological Diversity, and the Kyoto
Protocol) as well as major institutions (e.g., the United Nations Environ-
ment Programme, the UN Commission on Sustainable Development, and
the Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity). In most such
cases, there is hardly any scope for the assumptions or beliefs found in
deep ecology, ecofeminism, or ecosocialism: they are largely guided by
the mainstream or conventional meaning of sustainability, which advocates
the survival of human species across generations through maintaining the
Earth’s life support systems and adopting appropriate policies and insti-
tutions in this regard (Liverman et al., 1988).
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Fourth, the existing perspectives on sustainable development tend to
be quite reductionist in terms of their narrow focus mainly on material
human needs and environmental concerns—that is, the economic and
ecological realms of development—while overlooking social, political,
cultural, and ethical dimensions. But for some scholars, the realization of
overall sustainability is highly dependent on social reality (e.g., poverty
and inequality), political structure (e.g., scope for people’s participation),
cultural values and ethics (e.g., belief in conservation), and even socio-
psychological needs (e.g., desire for nonmaterial peace and contentment)
(Guimaraes, 2004; Haque, 1999b; Taylor, 2002).

With regard to the reductionist tendency in the sustainability debate,
some have observed that this model is relatively indifferent to the role of
cultural norms in development, that environmental sustainability must be
a part of the larger socioecological system, and that a broader definition
of sustainable development should cover all the ecological, social, eco-
nomic, political, and cultural spheres of sustainability (Corson, 1994;
Crabbé, 1997; Haque, 2000). But the dominant human-centric perspective
on sustainability is more concerned for the continuing survival of the
human species without much attention to how the realization of this
sustainability can be affected by other human dimensions such as society,
politics, and culture. Similarly, the narrow focus of the ecocentric per-
spective on the ecosystem as an autonomous entity appears to exclude
these other dimensions of development.

Finally, the preceding perspectives on sustainable development tend
to present their respective views as universal, and they remain quite
contextless in terms of their indifference to contextual variations that affect
the possibility of sustainability itself. The generalization of the dominant
human-centric view of sustainability into a universal development concept
is done by separating the environment–development nexus from the
societal context, which varies among nations (Redclift, 1988). This ten-
dency represents the common Western tradition in which an artificial
dichotomy is made between nature and society and the ecosystem is
presented as a contextless category in order to claim the scientific reliability
and universal validity of Western environmental knowledge (Norgaard,
1988). There are some serious shortcomings in such decontextualized
interpretations of sustainability. For example, the main focus of sustainable
development on the continuing satisfaction of human needs across gen-
erations ignores the fact that the perception of such “needs” itself varies
among cultures and among generations (Haque, 2000). What are consid-
ered parts of basic necessity in developed nations such as the United States
(e.g., personal computers and private cars) might be viewed as luxurious
consumption items in poorer developing countries such as India. What
are accepted as normal consumption goods by the present generation
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(e.g., electricity, telephone, television) could be perceived as parts of an
affluent lifestyle by the previous generation.

With regard to the outlook on nature, whereas the Western assumption
of the nature–society dichotomy encourages control over nature by
expanding science, technology, and industry, the Eastern or traditional
belief in nature–society coexistence prescribes living in harmony with
nature (Haque, 2000; Norgaard, 1988). Historically, before the Western
colonial intervention, the indigenous cultural values in Africa, Asia, and
Latin America were largely in favor of environment-friendly principles
such as prudent use of resources and care for nature and the ecosystem
(Haque, 2000). The above cross-cultural and intergenerational variations
in the concepts of human need and ecology are often ignored in much
of the current discourse on sustainability. In this context, it is not surprising
that developing countries often consider sustainable development an
ideology used by developed nations to stifle their economic progress
(Crabbé, 1997). Regarding the parochial understanding of, and contextual
diversity in, sustainable development, Redclift (1988) mentions that the
current environmental discourse remains ethnocentric, and that sustain-
ability takes different meanings in postindustrial and transitional societies.

Concluding Remarks
First, one major challenge to building a comprehensive concept of sus-
tainable development is to create a synthesis or reconciliation between
human needs and the ecology. Although the dualistic perspective tries to
present a balanced view, it offers mostly a technical summation of some
of the essential tenets of the human-centric and ecocentric perspectives
rather than a more creative framework based on the dynamic interaction
and interdependence between the human species and the ecosystem.
There are some authors, however, who attempt to bridge this gap by
stressing the interaction and connectivity between the two (Gladwin et
al., 1995). Guimaraes (2001) emphasizes the need for maintaining the
integrity of nature and preserving biodiversity (giving equal rights to all
species) at the same time, and for this the author prescribes a shift from
anthropocentrism (human-centrism) to biopluralism. The point here is that
there is a need for working out an appropriate framework based on a
creative synthesis between human needs and ecological needs.

Second, as discussed, the existing perspectives on sustainability focus
on intergenerational equity while largely overlooking the issue of intragen-
erational equality among classes and nations. My other chapter in this
volume discusses the point that interclass and international inequalities
constitute one of the most critical causes of environmental unsustainability.
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It is not only the rich who contribute to environmental degradation by
consuming hazardous goods, it is also the poor who create pressure on
environmental resources by clearing forest, overcultivating land, and so
on. Guimaraes (2001) mentions that people in extreme poverty are unlikely
to have any concern for environmental sustainability because of their own
vulnerable condition. The main contention here is that the concept of
sustainable development must go beyond intergenerational equity and
incorporate the principle of equality within and between nations.

Third, the current perspectives are mostly concerned with human needs
and/or ecological problems, and this parochial outlook needs to be
overcome by covering the social, political, cultural, and spiritual dimen-
sions of sustainability in order to construct a more comprehensive and
holistic concept of sustainable development (Mudacumura, 2004). Some
authors emphasize the significance of relating ecological sustainability to
economic sustainability (e.g., poverty eradication and distributive justice),
political sustainability (e.g., equality in sharing power), cultural sustain-
ability (e.g., shared values and customs), and so on (Brown et al., 1988;
Crabbé, 1997; Mudacumura, 2004). This multidimensional view on sus-
tainable development is more likely to be effective in explicating the
complex nature of sustainability.

Finally, the concept of sustainable development should overcome the
tendency to claim universal applicability and recognize contextual diver-
sity. It is emphasized by some authors that as the importance of biodi-
versity, the idea of sociodiversity should be taken into account, multiple
identities and values should be appreciated, and diverse political settings
should be recognized in a new paradigm of sustainability (Guimaraes,
2001). In other words, the concept of sustainable development should be
flexible enough to consider the contextual variations among societies
(Redclift, 1988). Before the emergence of the sustainability debate since
the mid-1980s, there emerged diverse traditions of development theories
(e.g., modernization theory and dependency theory) as well as alternative
views on development such as “self-reliant development,” “authentic
development,” “just development,” and “emancipatory development”
(Engel, 1990; Haque, 1999a). Although some of these development theories
and perspectives were comprehensive, context-sensitive, and multidimen-
sional, their prominence has declined perhaps because of the growing
dominance of sustainable development as a new global model despite
the limitations discussed. It is possible that the proponents of the sustain-
ability model may have something valuable to learn from these earlier
traditions of development thinking.
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Introduction
The 21st century has ushered in a time of unprecedented global wealth
and extraordinary opportunities, but poor nations have yet to benefit from
this. In this globalization of prosperity and plenty, an important dimension
that features prominently in the poverty discourse is the relative contri-
bution and weight of international mechanisms for promoting sustainable
development (SD). An array of declarations, communiqués, and action
programs notwithstanding, the human development crisis and progress
toward human security continues unabated. Massive militarization and
persistent armed conflicts, economic crisis manifested by absolute poverty,
and a vicious sociopolitical environment have rendered societies and
polities tragic scenes of present-day human crisis,1,2 rendering whole
populations chronically dependent on international food aid charity.

Fittingly, the global community has tried to build parallels between
SD and governance in poor nations. Not surprisingly, and invariably,
international development assistance to these nations is being redesigned
to include governance programs that are based on pillars of support aimed
at strengthening civil society and the various coordinates of government
and governing institutions. The effort requires that we pay careful attention
not only to specific objectives pursued by promoters of SD—the distinctive
agendas, interests, and concepts that determine the domain of their
activities—but also to the framework of political thought, discourse, and
action, through which stakeholders translate these specific organizational
elements into a broader pattern of ideas and apply them to SD.

The first step consists of a description of the central component of the
SD strategy in objective terms. This involves noting problems of political
and social change identified and solutions offered, that is, the articulation
of SD issues, goals, tasks, mechanisms, and activities. The second step is
analysis of the SD strategy—examination of its sources, elements, features,
and limitations and its implications for SD.3

This chapter demarcates the agency and ideological purview that
address the multidimensional, multisectoral, and multitrack policies, strat-
egies, and processes to create the holism enshrined in SD, which can only
be achieved through the sustainable livelihoods synergy—resilience, eco-
nomic efficiency, social equitability, and ecological stability. In this faith,
governance for SD links directly to the formation of ecological, social,



Sustainable Development and Governance Policy Nexus � 51

economic, and political capital in terms of collective ideology, action,
organization, and leadership to ensure people’s participation in SD as
citizens of a political society.

Research Inquiry
Civil societies everywhere have risen to the challenge to end these brutal
regimes. The end of the eighties marked the dismantling of power oligar-
chies that presided over humankind’s most appalling era of distress and
despair. As we entered the decade of the nineties, ordinary citizens
witnessed a unique era emerging in human history, testifying to the
systematic disintegration of totalitarianism and with it the miraculous
reprieve of humanity, which tend to relegate earlier “great” events in
history to the back of the stage.4 Nevertheless, even under democratically
favorable contemporary global conditions, historical, ideological, and stra-
tegic characteristics internal and external to the societal change process
still make the transition to a sustainable development path a costly
exercise.5 There is no simple or immediate identification of the transition
problems as they actually are; there is only a definition of them from a
certain perspective and toward a certain “resolution.” The intergenerational
SD perspectives in currency constitute few among other actual or possible
perspectives, though dominant ones to be sure. Recognition of this fact
would represent a significant improvement in our consciousness and
praxis.

The key inquiry focuses on whether the endowment of institutions in
civil society and state is conducive to sustainable development. In probing
the SD–governance nexus, the theme of discourse and inquiry will con-
verge on establishing the conceptual and operational linkages among SD
theory, policy, and tools and SD administration in relation to assets or
capital. It endeavors to evolve a “political theory” of environmental gov-
ernance as the applied realm of politics (agency, ideology, and process),
in which polity seeks mechanisms to convert political preferences to SD
administration and make SD policy analysis, formulation, and management
accountable, transparent, and predictable to communities.

Current Policy Realities of Human Adaptive Strategies

Environmental Governance without Vision and Development 
without Vision

Development efforts in many developing nations over recent decades
have been frustrated by the complex and multifaceted nature of change
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because of a number of inherent contradictions among the various issues
and actors and their differing perspectives. In order to understand the
specific constraints of and opportunities for SD, analysis of the following
contradictions can be useful for understanding the context and issues, and
for defining opportunities for constructive action: central control vs. decen-
tralized control, statutory rights vs. customary rights, modern knowledge
systems vs. endogenous knowledge systems, and formal institutions vs.
endogenous institutions.6

Poor nations are still predominantly characterized by rural production
systems and premodernity development cultures. Although there are still
relatively strong endogenous cultures and institutions,7 the long-term
exclusion from political power has denied these institutions possibilities
for the accumulation of knowledge and experience in serving as a link
between indigenous and modern knowledge systems and incapacitating
leadership helpless to present viable policy alternatives.8 In the creation
of the nation-state, independent governments have tended to impose
authority on local people. This has resulted in support for the national-
ization of natural resources and policies that take little account of local
needs and interests. In the forestry sector, this has too often been reflected
in the approach to forest management that excludes local people and
emphasizes forest utilization for commercial purposes only. This approach
has resulted in the undermining of local capacities to manage natural
resources sustainably and led to a situation in which people are forced
to cope as best they can even if this threatens their long-term survival.
This has stifled local initiatives, broken down indigenous systems, and
created an attitude of resignation among communities, which in turn
present a challenge to efforts for revival of local control. Conflict arises
because central authority attempts to retain control by imposing official
structures and co-opting local leaders.9

Recent attempts to compensate for the shortcomings of centralized
management have had equally negative consequences. The new resource
tenure regimes continue to discriminate against customary and traditional
resource management cultures however sustainable, favoring instead the
modern, formal sector and those having access and connections to the
central authorities. Statutory systems of natural resource ownership and
management are based on government decrees and statutes that rarely
have reference to people’s aspirations, hence their alienation from public
interest. Very often, “people are denied access to or have no knowledge
of these statutes until they are legally enforced and take their toll in courts
and police actions.”10 In addition, statutes provide the ground for officials
to take control of people’s resources; very often accumulation of power
in the hands of one or few officials who can decide the fate of natural
resources and people without due regard to environmental considerations
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results. These local officials are only accountable to higher officials and
local people have no control over their actions.11 Enabling laws and
policies on paper are not necessarily enforced, either because they are
disregarded by officials or because they are unenforceable.

By comparison, customary systems, rules, and procedures (very often
unwritten) often establish accountability and link the rights and respon-
sibilities that govern resource management, thus providing a basis for
conflict resolution. These systems have been enriched through evolution
over many generations (where they have not disintegrated through mar-
ginalization). Individual decisions concerning natural resource manage-
ment and utilization are based on a “legal” framework that has reference
points to the optimal exploitation of these resources, and transgression is
punishable by cultural laws and the regulations that legitimize the latter.
Individual and collective accountability to communal and intra- and inter-
generational interests is very high.12 Communal tenure and management
systems are complex and adaptive. The user rights provided by these
systems are often strong and confer a high degree of tenure security on
individuals.13

Local people in many communities from different sectors of society
understand and relate to resources according to their respective knowledge
systems, and their management practices reflect these systems. While the
power of the modern sector stems, in part, from improved communication,
it has largely excluded the traditional sector. This has been compounded
by the difficulty of communication across cultures and knowledge systems,
and by ignorance of the very existence of other ways of seeing, under-
standing, and managing natural resources.14 As a result, the modern profit-
based way (which narrowly sees the utilization of a few products and
species) of understanding resource management has prevailed and dom-
inated and determined how resources have been managed.

Conditions for pastoralists in recent years have worsened con-
siderably. Ever increasing areas that were once communal pas-
tures have been lost to pastoral production. Irrigation schemes,
small scale farming and mechanized agriculture have withdrawn
large tracts of the most productive land for nonpastoral use.
Food production per head and living standards for pastoralists
have fallen. Future incomes and welfare are further threatened
by increased degradation of land while a growing conflict of
interests is pitting pastoral communities against governments,
against each other, and against each other, and against other
land users. These conflicts do not usually manifest themselves
as large scale armed conflicts although this has sometimes been
the case, particularly in West Africa; they are more structural
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and hidden. They are nonetheless violent in their impact of
forcing people from their homes and in the violations of human
rights which can follow from evictions, as has recently been
experienced in Kenya. Historically, pastoral groups have man-
aged conflicts over resources through tried and tested traditional
systems. However, with tenure reform and the alienation of
pastoralists from their lands, customary methods of negotiation,
arbitration and adjudication are breaking down in competition
with more omnipotent forces. The rapid transformation of pas-
toralism is increasingly shifting control over land to small, male-
dominated elites, some from within pastoral societies but mostly
from agricultural, urban, and civil service or military back-
grounds. The vast majority of herders, impoverished and polit-
ically deprived, find themselves with neither enough animals
nor sufficient access to rangeland and water to sustain their
livelihoods. Under these conditions men become either hired
herders for absentee herd owners, migrate out of pastoral areas
for waged labor, while women remain at home, assuming
greater responsibility for the management of herds and flocks,
or are expected to fend for themselves without any animals for
as long as men are away.15

Different biocultural realities give rise to different resource management
systems. Endogenous resource management systems vary according to
their specific contexts, defining the specific uses and users of the various
resources within the community, functioning as reservoirs of traditional
knowledge, preserving customary rights and responsibilities within soci-
eties, enforcing them, transmitting them from generation to generation,
and (where not entirely marginalized by the modern sector) governing
the utilization and conservation of resources. These institutions have been
evolving and continue to adapt to changing conditions and develop new
mechanisms. These institutions offer important organizational potential as
the formal institutions have come to dominate, marginalize, and even
eradicate the endogenous institutions.16

It is necessary to acknowledge the cultural diversity that contains the
knowledge necessary to maintain it. Local technical knowledge is a
reflection of the context-specific. It is necessary to acknowledge the
linkages between local knowledge and context-specific management of
resources. By maintaining this array of culturally embedded technical
knowledge and the corresponding ecosystems, it becomes possible to
sustain healthy and productive local resource management for the benefit
of local livelihoods, possibly leading to more sustainable resource man-
agement at the national and regional levels. Throughout many developing
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nations, governments, donors and other development agents are becoming
increasingly aware of customary management, customary rights, endoge-
nous institutions, and the existence of different knowledge systems and
community governance systems. There is also a growing recognition and
understanding of the potential for linking to and supporting these in an
effort to realize sustainable resource management and development, and
the need to try overcome the constraints described above. In short,
endogenous institutions and resource management systems represent a
latent resource; providing potential alternatives where modern approaches
have not attained expectations or counterpoints/correctives for mainstream
development approaches.17

Theories of development have evolved useful tools over the past six
decades: modernization theories (1950s, early 1960s), dependency theo-
ries (late 1960s, early 1970s), the world economy view (late 1970s, early
1980s), basic needs approaches (late 1970s), and the alternative modes
of production and sustainable livelihoods that are directed at empower-
ment and human development (1970s to 1990s),18 culminating in an
increasing awareness of the necessity to reconcile the contradictions
described in order to ensure sustainable management of natural resources.
This awareness lies behind the current encouraging trend in which
institutions at all levels are becoming willing to acknowledge the man-
agement potential of endogenous institutions and the necessity to base
development efforts on local aspirations and to use the local potential
as a bridge between endogenous and formal institutions. Thus an impor-
tant challenge concerns the strengthening of civil society, a process
requiring a broader approach and time perspective than are prevalent in
approaches in currency today, the process of the retrieval of community
history and adaptive strategies that lead to sustainable livelihoods19 within
a robust and historically sedimented framework. The approach aims to
restore the salience of decision making and provide an integrated frame-
work for diverse goals.

The SD approach can be described at three levels: a set of normative
goals and poverty eradication and empowerment processes. It is also
presented as an integrative concept that aims simultaneously to maintain
or enhance resource productivity of the poor; secure their ownership of
and access to assets, resources, and income earning activities; and ensure
adequate stocks and flows of food and cash to meet basic needs.20 UNDP
defines SD as a combination of poverty eradication, empowerment and
participation, and sustainable development. However, the essence of the
concept is not in its normative goals, but in a broader perspective that
gives rise to these goals. This is evident from the way the two operative
words are defined in literature: sustainability is premised on decision



56 � Berhe T. Costantinos

making that reflects a balance among economic efficiency, ecological
integrity, and human well-being (including equity considerations); liveli-
hoods are the assets, activities, and entitlements by which people make
a living, and sustainable livelihoods are derived from people’s capacity
to access options and resources and use them to make a living in a way
that does not foreclose options for others to make a living, either now
or in the future (see Figure 3.1).21

Defining the Ecological–Human Nexus 
in Policy Analysis

Context

Sustainable development policy analysis and formulation concern the
practical approach to be adopted with regard to the integration and
interface between the social–political, ecological, and economic realities
of human development. The purposes of this section are the following:

� To recontextualize the interfaces among the economic efficiency,
ecological stability, political, and social equitability dimensions of
“citizen participation” within the context of the sustainable devel-
opment construct, grounding the value-added dimensions in a
major paradigmatic shift that such interfaces and integration bring
to light

Figure 3.1 Participation synergy in RBA sustainable livelihoods programme
framework. (From Titti and Singh, 1996, p. 24.)
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� To define the process and strategic dimensions to sustainable
development policy interfacing and the distinctive roles of organi-
zations and their vested interests and the extent to which these
two independently and collectively influence policy analysis, for-
mulation, and management 

� To evolve a concrete understanding of the policy nuances of the
sustainable development construct as a multitrack, multistakeholder
holistic approach to the strategic planning and management process
to mainstream the interface between and within economic, social,
and ecological dimensions of integration and sustainability in all
facets of capital development and accumulation at national, sub-
national, and local community levels

What are the added values of the sustainable development construct?
A complete coverage and analysis of the programs that deal with and
lead to social equitability, economic efficiency, ecological sustainability,
and coping and adaptive strategies and theories is well beyond the scope
of this chapter. It is however useful to address, early on, the incremental
effect that each area contributes to the unfolding synergy advanced by
the sustainable development construct arising from empowerment (indi-
vidual, social, economic), sustainability (technological, environmental,
social–cultural, economic, institutional), resilience (ability to withstand
shocks and stresses), and adaptive governance systems (power dynamics,
resource management, dispute resolution, devolutionary decision making
on entitlement, strategic planning, and management). We can define these
thematic areas in relation to the development of human, social, physical,
and natural capital.

We distinguish the sustainable development added value in the devel-
opment of human capital that is a necessary condition for citizens to
participate meaningfully in self-empowered action from the administrative
and managerial call for human resources development that is targeted at
a very useful but narrow focus on human skills development toward a
certain employment. The sustainable development construct underpins
the synergy that is created by various interventions to promote people’s
participation as citizens of a political society.22 Today, impoverished
nations are going through a revolution giving way to renewed awareness
for an enabling political climate that promotes the new realism of sus-
tainable human development (SHD). The multidimensional, multisectoral,
and multitrack input that is required as one of many outputs to create
the holism enshrined in the SD can only be achieved through the SD
synergy—resilience,23 economic efficiency, social equitability, and ecolog-
ical stability.24 In this view, empowerment for participatory development
goes beyond the restricted goal of generating awareness (which may
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invariably result in various degrees of empowerment that could also lead
to anarchy) but links directly to the formation of social capital in terms
of collective ideology, collective action, organization, and leadership to
ensure access to political contestation and entitlement.

The policy implications of augmenting human capital through economic
efficiency are far reaching. Economic efficiency as an input into the human
capital formation process, on the one hand, and as an output of a complex
series of social, economic, technological, moral, and managerial decisions
and actions, on the other, is indeed a strong value-added component of
the SD synergy. Such empowered participation is directed at evolving
macro- and micropolicies that address the human development and human
security dimension of SHD. Microlevel policy analyses that modulate eco-
nomic efficiency as it relates to human capital development are informed
by imperatives that promote indigenous knowledge as a base for human
capital development; the introduction of contemporary knowledge to boost
indigenous thinking; the moral and psychological imperative to be able to
produce with internal assets, resources, and means; the introduction of
external resources that can be sustained by internal assets in the long term;
the enhancement of human capability to recover from shocks and stresses;
and micropolicies that address the dimensions of vulnerability (human)
and proneness (physical and natural environment).25

Macro- and mesolevel policies that will be influenced by micropolicies
include constitutional provision of a bill of rights. Although a bill of rights
should be firmly entrenched in the constitution, the negative terms in which
many of these rights are provided have become a source of divergence in
many nations. The bill does not cover the full range of rights and freedom
guaranteed under the international Bill of Rights, such as equality before
the law, the right to take part in the government, an enforceable right to
compensation for unlawful arrest or detention, the right to leave one’s
country, and gender equality. Further, the enjoyment of these rights and
freedom is made subject to a number of limitations: respect for the rights
and freedom of others and the public interest. In another arena, we have
decentralization policies that would create the local enabling environment
for human development. For the purpose of our analysis, the concept of
decentralization is used in the context of the transfer of legal, administrative,
and political authority to make decisions and manage public functions from
the central government to field organizations of those agencies, subordinate
units of government, semiautonomous public corporations, areawide devel-
opment authorities, functional authorities, autonomous local governments,
or nongovernmental organizations.26

The policy analysis and formulation issues that are addressed under
natural assets are metric relationships between, on the one hand, sustain-
ability, management, and resilience and, on the other hand, economic
efficiency, social equitability, and ecological stability. The impact of
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environmental problems is particularly manifested in poor land-use sys-
tems. Policy synergy can ensure environmental stability by providing a
micropolicy basis for the following activities: 27

� Energy flow through farming systems is considered as a whole to
ensure maximal economy (economic efficiency) in order to prevent
long-term deterioration in the natural resources, specifically soil
and forests; production systems are resilient enough to withstand
drought.

� Farming practices are sufficiently diversified to be conducive to
sustainability and stability by ensuring that soil fertility is being
maintained so that there are a supply and recycling of nutrients;
soil conservation practices are durable; production is diversified
on any given farm or within an area, and irrigation systems are
properly maintained to prevent salinity and situation problems.

� Diversified cropping is used for pest control; crop genetic diversity
is maintained and understood.

� Trees are included in the system for animal maintenance and fuel
wood supply.

� Livestock is managed in a way that prevents damage of the envi-
ronment by use of adequate food and water for the type and
number of livestock; the feeding system does not compete with
organic matter inputs to the soil; no further expansion of livestockd
in competition with food production is allowed.

� Policies that promote soil fertility are maintained by using crop
rotation, promoting traditional farming practices, and introducing
new technologies that offer adequate soil conservation; use of
fertilizers does not replace other management practices such as
use of manure and residue to maintain soil fertility.

� Farming practices such as soil conservation, soil fertility, and man-
agement of soil moisture are encouraged to leave a good resource
base for generations to come.

� Population is adjusted to carrying capacity, and grazing for animals
is managed in a sustainable manner not harmful to the environ-
ment; land-use planning avoids use of marginal, fragile areas so
as to minimize environmental deterioration; income generation
activities that are promoted will not be harmful to the environment.

Agency, Political Ideology, Strategy, and Process in SD 

Agency

Agency refers to the full range of significant participants and their
activities and relations to sustainable development policy formulation
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and management. Participants include potential as well as actual domestic
as well as international actors. Micropolicies such as sustainable agriculture
that require a reorientation to traditional and indigenous means of farming
demand that some old habits generated by “extension-oriented agriculture”
die. Some stakeholders in state and government will find this a difficult
choice to make. The following are the undercurrents that determine the
scope and nature of agency-specific needs, imperatives, and causes for
interaction in a “participatory development” exercise that is prognostically
dominated by certain stakeholders.28

The basic point here is that the extent and nature of livelihood
sustainabilities are conditioned by the breadth of the range of available
participants and the degree of uncertainty and complexity that characterize
their agency and functional relations. In reality a rich associational life
characterizes many traditional societies.29 But the richness of such forms
of associational life does not imply the presence of a strong civil society.
The kinds of associations prevalent in the context of authoritarian or
hegemonic regimes tend to reflect the weak character of the state.30

Informal associations are characterized by fragmentation and disengage-
ment from the state institutions. While associations exist, they have not
developed more formal structures and do not openly present themselves
in the public area. The weakness of the state means that few incentives
have existed to form autonomous organizations to engage with the state;
rather the “exit” option has prevailed as individuals have preferred to
remain outside the reach of state institutions.31

At the structural level, a certain hierarchy of agency and activity is
evident within the network of participants, such that some actors assume
primary position relative to others that are by comparison relegated to be
limited players. This characterizes the “enabling environment” for SD that
is modulated and, at times, mediated by a number of distinctive and
shared additional elements. This includes concepts and rules of govern-
ment, national and cultural values, traditions of political discourse and
arguments, and modes of representation of specific individual interests,
needs, and issues.32 These elements, or complexes of elements, tend to
assume varying forms and enter into shifting relations of competition,
cooperation, and hegemony during the exercise of participation. Generally,
the broader the range of ideological elements at play and the more varied
and uncertain their relations, the greater the possibilities of process open-
ness and transparency that can exist.33

But many questions that need to be addressed in the sustainable
development policy linger: Does “participatory development” enter local
processes as an external ideology, constructing and deploying its concepts
in sterile abstraction from the immediacies of indigenous traditions, beliefs,
and values? The sustainable livelihood construct adds value to traditional
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“participatory development” projects and programs as it bases its assump-
tions on historically rooted community knowledge and experience.34

� In the case of rural communities, those that are “out of reach” in
particular, do ideas addressing participation conflicts come into
play in total opposition to, or in cooperation with, historic values
and sentiments? The sustainable livelihood construct adds value to
traditional participatory paradigms by the very fact that communi-
ties build norms in participation based on their cultural adaptive
strategies. The spiritual dimensions of community unity and
strength, for instance, have enabled people to organize themselves
and realize their potential and power as individuals and commu-
nities, working toward the kind of self-reliance and self-determi-
nation that are essential conditions of interdependence.35 Kinship,
unity of purpose, and oneness among community members facil-
itate the task of effective organizational action, which is in turn
expedited by organizational structures and leadership based on
unity. Community organization members cherish shared percep-
tions and common cultural values on how they perceive themselves
in relation to their environment. They also share common ideol-
ogy—definition of goals, policy statements, formulation of strate-
gies, and planning.36

� Two intellectual traditions provide the theoretical framework within
which the discussion is occurring: the Marxist perspective and a
political interactive framework.37 The Marxist-inspired discourse
seeks to understand the configuration of social forces in the context
of the always impending social transformation of society on the
basis of the balance of such forces. Some of the critical issues
raised in this discourse are the historical and class role of civil
society in social transformation and its relationship to the forces
of production and the state. The political interaction perspective,
on the other hand, presumes that the state–society relationship is
central to understanding the political dynamic of Africa. It is a
synthesis of conventional analysis of African politics, which
attempts to deconstruct the contentions of previous sociological
and anthropological analyses and reinterprets them within the
problematic of the state–society nexus. Characteristically it eschews
a predetermination of the locus of power in any of the public or
private spheres. Otherwise known as the political choice frame-
work, it derives its theoretical leitmotif from the recognition of
multiple factors at work on the African political scene and tracing
of their diverse dynamics over time. The neoliberal orthodoxy’s
offshoots of this tradition have tended to treat civil society as if it
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were a replacement of class analysis. In order to unpack some of
the superogatory aggregation of class categories, proponents have
striven to expose a broader range of social relationships, strategic
options, and behavior patterns within and among classes and, by
that means, mitigated the theoretical effect of structural determin-
ism, which usually accompanies class analysis.

� The inspiration for the spiritual dimensions arises from shared
values, vision, and resources of a community; demanding common
tasks that build a community and the momentum for radical citizen
participation; realism about what it means to be human depends
on shared values; and the primacy of partnership among human
communities. The concept of participatory development as it is
envisaged today aims to renew these ideas of partnership political
processes involving the society as a whole by at last giving due
recognition to the role of local populations.38

� In the struggle over the establishment of participatory rules of
engagement, do leading stakeholders equate the articulation of
their ideas and agenda with the production of broad-based con-
cepts, norms, and goals that should govern the direction of national
development at all levels? The sustainable livelihood construct adds
value to traditional participatory paradigms by including the whole
arena of multitrack communications.

� Do participatory processes signify change in terms of the transfor-
mation of the immediate stuff of a stakeholder-specific partisan
agenda into a new kind of coevolutionary activity, an activity
mediated and guided by objective and critical policy analysis,
formulation and management standards, rules, and principles? The
main issue in state institution–citizen relations is whether or not
state institutions have the capacity and the will to relate to citizens
and citizen groups on the basis of mutual respect, autonomy,
equality, and trust. The sustainable development adds value to
traditional participatory paradigms by including the whole arena
of civic education. The evidence for this assertion is the virtual
absence of civic education training as a key component of many
participatory development programs and projects. It is fundamental
to the sustainable development construct that  civic educa-
tion—learning about and appreciating one’s rights, duties, obliga-
tions, and responsibilities as a citizen and the immediate rules,
laws, and governance structures within which one exercises citi-
zenship—be the first and fundamental step in development par-
ticipation.39
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In the light of these questions, it is possible to draw a conceptual
distinction between two levels of articulation of ideology in policy analysis,
formulation, and management process and to note the implications of
their relations for process openness. There are, first, representations of
specific interests, identities, needs, wishes, goals, claims, and demands in
policy formulation and management, differences in different individuals,
groups, and communities. These are to be distinguished from a second
level of production and circulation of collective ideology, in which broad-
based concepts, principles, and rules take shape and come into play in
the analysis, formulation, and management of policies for sustainable
development.

Operative Ideology

Operative ideology relates to complexes of ideas, beliefs, goals, and issues
that can enter cooperative play (the underlying thesis of participatory
development and poverty elimination discourse) or competitive contesta-
tion and governance reform (which the sustainable livelihood construct
underpins). It includes alternative definitions of societal vulnerabilities and
problems and varying solutions offered for them. Beyond the sphere of
agency, therefore, opportunities, possibilities, and problems of sustainable
development can be grasped in terms of the related domain of ideology.
Ideological elements and constructs might be seen as the very constitutive
structure of sustainable development process openness and closure. Par-
ticipatory development as a specific field of action should apply to
“decisions concerning collective or individual measures, made through
organizations and affecting social groups lack access to political expres-
sion.”40

Process and Strategy

Micropolicy management, as closely linked as it is with macropolicy man-
agement, demands a multistakeholder, multitrack communications strategy
that constantly informs stakeholders of their policy choices and options.
We can analyze sustainable development as a dynamic interaction of
strategy and process. The dynamics of interplay between processes and
strategy in a livelihood system, where assets change hands spontaneously,
is dependent on the specific social agency and political ideology. Social
capital development that is based on perfect order devoid of conflict (a
normal element of social cohesion, often serving as an important impetus
for positive social change) cannot exist unless we assume absolute
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zero-sum human interaction. Hence, as a way of overcoming these diffi-
culties, we may theorize sustainable development as the dynamic inter-
action of strategy and process.

The hypothesis is based on the following assumptions: Whereas exter-
nal resources are crucial to national development, policy analysis, formu-
lation, and management in sustainable development must proceed from
the acknowledgment that all those involved in the process must and
should broaden their perception and realize that the people are the key
to sustainable development. The so-called poor have adaptive strategies
that have been outmoded through policies and actions of governments
and international trade. It is easy to follow the current trend within the
international community and advocate the participatory approaches as
desirable tools to promoting SD, and it is not difficult to make normative
judgments about how development practitioners, people, and donors
should behave if livelihoods are to be sustainable—the poor must partic-
ipate in decision making. But it is not so easy to conceptualize a partic-
ipatory multistakeholder system, within which the sustainable
development strategy is grounded, as a working process that is balanced
against strategy to determine what makes for real, as opposed to vacuously
formal, process. This is particularly the case where the “giver” strata (the
state, donors, nongovernmental organizations [NGOs]) tend to view the
relations of their particular agenda with their broader roles and respon-
sibilities of helping the poor as relatively simple and direct, unproblem-
atically reducing the latter to the former.41 It is possible to see it as the
playing out of objective and critical standards, rules, and concepts of
political conduct in the goals and activities of all participants.42

The issue here is not simply one of “application” of rules to particular
activities, nor of dissolving agent-catered strategies into “objective” prin-
ciples and norms. It is rather the production or articulation of self-
development process elements and forms within and through the strategic
(and nonstrategic) activities of various participants. Highlighting the mutu-
ally constitutive and regulative articulation of strategy and process, we
shift the center of analysis away from the two as separate formations that
enter only externally into relations with each other. This shift of analytical
focus serves to emphasize the critical point that the task of broadly
structuring sustainable development, as a gender-sensitive self-empower-
ing change mechanism, is more important than that of promoting it within
the specific program design of a particular agency’s “participatory devel-
opment” agenda.43 The latter, which is manifested in a variety of efforts
ranging from community diagnostics to implementation of community-
based donor-funded programs, is or should be only a second-order
concern compared to the former, which is primarily a strategic tool adopted
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by communities and individuals to enhance their adaptive strategies that
are important in the transition to a more fulfilled livelihood.

Beyond the sphere of political agency, possibilities and problems of
posttransition conflicts can be grasped in terms of the related domain of
ideology. Ideological elements and constructs might be seen as the very
constitutive structure of process openness and closure. Political transitions
will commonly be characterized by a number of distinctive and shared
additional elements, including concepts and rules of government, national
and cultural values, traditions of political discourse and arguments, and
modes of representation of specific interests, needs, and issues. These
elements, or complexes of elements, will tend to assume varying forms
and to enter into shifting relations of competition, cooperation, and
hegemony during political reform. Generally, the broader the range of
ideological elements at play in a transition to democracy, and the more
varied and uncertain their relations, the greater the possibilities of process
openness and transparency.

As do political organizations and the activities to which they are often
tied more or less closely, transitional ideological constructs tend to be
unsettled and, at times, unsettling. Particularly at the initial stages of
political transition, they are more likely to be uncertain rather than stable
structures of ideas and values. This has the effect of opening up the
reform process, of freeing the process from simple domination by any
one organized actor or coalition of actors. Yet ideological elements and
relations take shape and come into play within a hierarchy of global and
local agencies and groups. A determinate order of institutions, powers,
interests, and activities operate through complexes of transition ideas and
values, filling out, specifying, anchoring, and often shortcutting their formal
content or meaning.44 This may impose ideological as well as practical
limits on the extent to which and how democratic reform processes can
be opened up or broadened.

Thus, the fact that external promoters or supporters of developing
nations’ conflict management projects often do not efficiently realize the
following in practice: (1) that the potential of the ideas and goals they
promote raises the issue of whether the ideas in question may be funda-
mentally constrained at the moment of their conception; (2) that the
volume of their interventions is not nearly proportional to their impact
raises the issue of implementation by the very institutions and technocratic
structures that ground their articulation; and (3) that although the explicit
concepts of good governance and capacity building for conflict manage-
ment that current international initiatives operate may be consistent with
goals of “empowerment” of indigenous communities and individuals, of
enhancing local institutional and human capacities, the initiatives tend to
work toward these goals in narrow technocratic and managerial terms.
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The initiatives seem to equate technocratic rationality and capacity with
totality of institutional purposefulness and strength.45

Objectives and Expected Results 
of the SD–Policy Nexus
The pillars of support for governance in developing nations are based on
strengthening civil society and the various coordinates of government and
governing institutions. Capacity support of the civil society, political par-
ties, and business community will focus on civic education, political
participation and conflict management, communications, information man-
agement, and the media.46 Support of the legislature at the federal and
state levels will enhance an enabling environment and support to the
judiciary, rule of law, and access to justice. Support of the executive will
be in the form of continuing reform of the civil service, defining of the
role of the military, police, and security forces, and strengthening of the
administrative capacity and resource base of state and local governments.
Finally, support will take the form of streamlining economic governance
through economic and financial management at the federal and state levels
and promoting transparency, accountability, and integrity in the public
and private sectors.47

1. Support of civil society, civic groups, the business community,
aimed at public enlightenment and political participation: the main
thrust of this strategic objective is to promote and support broad-
based political participation. The objective of the component is to
ensure the active political participation of all relevant stakeholders,
particularly of grassroots women, men, and youth and civil society
organizations (CSOs). The program is designed to enable them to
assess their problems and opportunities, action planning and
project identification, and implementation, monitoring, and evalu-
ation of activities. In keeping with its functions of strengthening
civil society and fostering a dynamic relationship between state
and civil society, a major preoccupation of the program would be
the promotion of a rights culture among the population. It aims
to address developing nations’ paradox of scarcity amid plenty that
shows up in the strengths and weaknesses of various movements
and the contests for social space, legitimacy, domination, and
resistance. It addresses that fragile structure and organization of
developing nations’ civil society that are susceptible to fractious
politics driven by personality, ethnicity, fundamentalism, competi-
tion, corruption, and nonaccountability.48 It aims to reduce poverty
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by empowering people as the most viable path to developing
nations’ holistic development. The focus of this strategic objective
is to ensure the active political participation of all relevant stake-
holders, particularly of grassroots women, men, and youth and
their corollary civil society organizations; to enable these stake-
holders to assess their problems and opportunities and to build
their capacity to plan, identify, implement, monitor, and evaluate
projects and activities, strengthen the relations between state and
civil society, and promote a rights culture among the population.

Capacities building to enable CSOs to function as legitimate rep-
resentatives of society through creation of mechanisms for them
to exist legally and function as a counterweight to the other powers
will be achieved by developing legislation and supporting policies
that allow the smooth registration of CSOs; institutionalizing self-
regulating mechanisms in the state to protect CSOs from undue
interference will have a significant impact on the democratization
process. Developing institutions, mechanisms, and procedures that
undertake public opinion surveys, plebiscites, and referenda will
involve CSOs in decision making; civic education can provide
training as a key component of local, district, and national devel-
opment programs. In addition, CSOs will have developed the
capacity to act as intermediaries for their members with the federal
structure, the state governments, and other stakeholders. This will
be achieved through a variety of actions and outputs. These include
developing organizational capacity to enhance the effectiveness of
the organization at achieving its stated objectives; building the
human and material resources of the organization vis-à-vis mem-
bership, technical skills, and adequate budgets; developing the
organizational complexity of an organization’s internal structure;
and engendering organizational cohesion through the sharing of
common values, goals, and organizational culture among an orga-
nization’s leaders and members. Developing, refining, and main-
taining participatory methods, tools, and techniques enable
stakeholders to participate actively in the program. Such methods,
tools, and techniques for participatory assessment and planning,
implementation, and monitoring, which purposefully and mean-
ingfully gender disaggregated relevant data and information on
socioeconomic characteristics, already exist. This process can be
achieved by data that are developed and available and regularly
reviewed, monitored, and updated to reflect experience and new
thinking.
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2. Support of the legislature is implemented to create an enabling
environment for sustainable development; the two most urgent
tasks in developing nations are to pursue democracy and to reduce
poverty. The lawmakers of the country have the vanguard role in
developing constitutional, policy, and legislative and administrative
rules for poverty reduction and sustainable human development.
These must include the bill of rights that will enable every devel-
oping nation to have a livelihood security that must be guaranteed
by a democratic state. The aim here is to strengthen the capacity
of the national and the state legislatures to fulfill their three con-
stitutional roles—lawmaking, representation, and oversight, and
the internal structure and organization of the legislatures and the
role of political parties within them. Capacity building for an elected
legislature to develop and proclaim sustainable development pol-
icies aims at ensuring that the legislature understands its role and
its historical responsibility. This will be achieved by training in
democratic governance, good governance, the legislative process
and rules of parliament, lobbying, formulation and observance of
codes of conduct, and visits to other countries to observe and
share experiences with other legislators; developing a training
course to upgrade the skills of legislators in the functions outlined;
and developing awareness among elected officials by their spend-
ing a minimum specified amount of time in their electoral district.
Capacity building for the legislature to have oversight over exec-
utive policy-level management depends on the following activities,
to give members of the legislature at all levels sufficient access to
information and technical resources to enable them to make
informed decisions. This will be achieved by providing a database
containing reference material to parliamentarians, developing sys-
tems whereby public opinion can be made known to members of
the legislature, including support to develop their constituency,
developing the capacity of the legislature to draft and introduce
legislation or amendments to existing legislation on specific sub-
jects.

3. Support of the judiciary, rule of law, and access to justice requires
capacity-building programs to make them more effective in admin-
istering justice and law enforcement. The judiciary is an instrument
to fight corruption, abuse of power, drug scandals, and illegal
involvement of the security forces in politics. In addition the unjust
society created by successive military regimes can only be
redeemed through systematic capacity development of the justice
system in developing nations. The focus here is on strengthening
the capacity of the judiciary to serve its function as a neutral and
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unimpeachable arbiter of justice, increasing access to justice in the
population, and improving the rule of law upstream and down-
stream.

4. Capacity building for economic and financial management at the
federal and state levels focuses on strengthening the capacity of
the state and local governments to enhance their decentralization
and political representation of the public and to enable them to
design and manage the services they offer. It also strengthens the
capacity of developing nations’ financial institutions at the federal
and state levels to promote efficient economic and financial man-
agement and encourage private sector growth and international
confidence. This will be achieved by defining and delineating
procedures, norms, and legislation that make government officials
subject to the rule of law, including regulations prohibiting accep-
tance of bribes or kickbacks.

5. Capacity building for legal and regulatory frameworks to educate
institutions and civil society organizations is achieved by develop-
ing administrative norms to control grand corruption and graft,
developing a system of checks and balances to ensure that such
regulations are adequately enforced, developing curricula and sys-
tems for public education to fight corruption, developing media
awareness to fight corruption and graft, and establishing a code
of practice for professionals at all levels. The legislature and the
judiciary have the historical mandate and duty to control corruption.

6. National and local capacities are developed for community systems
that enable stakeholders to articulate needs, to create opportunities,
and to share knowledge and create consensus for governance and
sustainable development. The expected output here is that com-
munications systems for poverty alleviation and sustainable devel-
opment are established. Actions to achieve this result are to identify
key communication tracks and channels at national, district, and
community levels; to assess the effectiveness and efficiency of
various informal and formal channels and tracks, including radio,
libraries, the Internet, and theater; to identify institutional linkages
for effective flow of communication between districts and local
areas and between districts and national institutions; and to support
the establishment and operationalization of a multitrack commu-
nications system center. Feedback mechanisms on policy between
local communities and decision makers will also be established.
This will be achieved by linking participatory development exercises
with developed communication systems; empowering stakeholders
to control decision-making processes; linking participatory pro-
cesses with civic education programs, though gender, population,
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health, environment, and human rights information fed into the
communications systems.

7. Support of cross-cutting issues—gender and human security; gov-
ernance research, extension, and communication; human rights;
and cultural renewal—is provided by strategic focus on increasing
social harmony, protecting the environment, improving security,
and improving the status and contribution of women in developing
nations’ society and politics. The following results are expected
from this intersectoral work:

Development of local governance action plans that represent
the true development aspirations of the people and pro-
cesses that enhance their livelihoods. This will determine
how we understand, investigate, and articulate means to
exploit actual and potential linkages between indigenous,
adaptive knowledge and contemporary knowledge and tech-
nology. This will enhance smallholders’ productivity through
technology development, dissemination, and enhanced use,
as a means of improving livelihood availability at the house-
hold level. Consensus and linkages between the program
and other livelihood security-related programs, projects, and
activities of stakeholders and partners that strive to achieve
livelihood security can be created. This will be achieved by
strengthening at the local government level and relevant
units of government ongoing policy formulation and analy-
sis, program formulation, and implementation of environ-
mental action plans and the comanagement programs as
they relate to natural resource use.

Tools and processes that create an enabling environment for
policy analysis, formulation, and management are devel-
oped. Within this context, the specific focus on policy analy-
sis and development of an enabling environment is to
provide tools for creating a framework for the analysis of
existing policies, policy gaps, and omissions; ensuring a
coherent policy environment, institutional analysis, and for-
mulation of new policy choices; improving on old policies,
including alternative policies; designing a national policy
framework conducive to a continuous and participatory
process, including legal instruments to recognize CSOs, com-
munity-based organizations (CBOs), and other groups often
marginalized in decision-making processes; and establishing
a code of practice for partnership building with provisions
for continuous improvement with respect to participatory
approaches.
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Enhancement of capacity for wise decision making at the
national level that responds to actual conditions throughout
the country and the concerns expressed by the people. This
will be done through improved analysis, formulation, and
advocacy of government policies and programs in support
of the program; enhanced decision-making capacity that
promotes the program at the local government levels; and
building of capacity of local organizations and individuals
at the local government and household levels to make wise
decisions that promote the program and enhance gender
balance and equity. Immediate objectives in this arena are
development and operationalization of a national gender
program; enhanced coordination, relevance, and effective-
ness of supporting agencies to government and other part-
ners in integrating gender into development programs; and
gender analysis and gender-responsive program and project
design.

SD networking—SD networking faces many limitations in the
sphere of institutional development. Networkers have been
unable to establish a clear and coherent voice regionally on
issues that are crucial to our work, or to the interest of the
communities we profess to serve. This contravenes the ide-
als, standards, and rules of effective networking management
process. It also encourages well-meaning individuals to
alienate themselves from the process, rather than participate
in it and work to improve it. Although many proposals for
remedial action have been formulated, real commitment to
collaborative processes at the interorganizational level has
always been limited. Mobilizing the action required has also
remained a daunting challenge, as many practical and struc-
tural constraints militate against commitment by individual
groups to interorganizational initiatives nationally and
regionally.49

An increased awareness of this problem has led us to question the
nature of the relationship that has existed among us, providing a significant
impetus for change in our network development consciousness and prac-
tice. It is foreseen that there will be a need for periodic review of this
process to encourage SD to open forums for such initiatives, as they pave
the way toward consensus and alliances for empowerment.

The aim of such a collaborative effort is the development of an organic
network that will cement the SD ideals in every SD network, member,
facilitator, networker, community of persons, and institution with which
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we network. This is intended to build true networking that would unite
the national program with a continentwide network that would facilitate
linkages and exchange of activities. It is a statement of institutional
principles and ethics for practice, designed as a reference document for
all SD networks and practitioners, to enhance the forests, trees, and people
nexus at the intraorganizational and interorganizational levels. It encour-
ages qualitative improvement in our relationship by contributing to
ongoing SD networks’ and practitioners’ commitment to the use of high
standards of networking management practices; encouraging SD networks
and practitioners to develop a collective capacity for advocacy to articulate
the needs of the constituencies we serve effectively; serving as a guide
document for improving the partnership between professionals and prac-
titioners and our collaborators, by setting out institutional modalities aimed
at enhancing the present pattern of pluralistic networking as an instrument
of multitrack communication; supporting the establishment and operation
of an effective process of institutional strengthening and horizontal link-
ages among network partners; fostering a genuine commitment of both
SD networks and practitioners and our partners to a locally driven
approach to the challenges of the nexus; and helping to focus the attention
of resourceson improving the human environment by eradicating the
grinding poverty witnessed in many quarters today.50

� Objective 1: Share knowledge systems, tools, technology, and
adaptive strategies that people developed on their own long before
donors, NGOs, and political powers came into being. Expected
outputs are an interactive database on institutions, publications,
case studies, and planned activities and national programs that take
the lead in capitalizing on the wealth of information generated in
national programs and developing SD disciplines throughout the
network.

� Objective 2: Help to overcome language barriers by institutional-
izing cost-effective but determined language lessons that would
allow easier communications. Outputs are training needs analysis
and identification of trainees and training packages and modalities
in language lessons for all regions identified.

� Objective 3: Initiate immediate advocacy networking, research col-
laboration, and interregional consultation activities on all existing
information on national SD activities. Outputs are a compiled listing
(however irregular) of all existing publications, institutions, ongoing
activities in all SD regions and governments and of international
finance institutions (IFIs), donors, and multinationals sensitized
about key issues affecting marginalization of local communities in
plans in whose formulation they have not participated, with the
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aim of improved interregional cooperation and consultation
through exchange visits to study specific issues and formalization
of relationships among network collaborators.

� Objective 4: Develop information communication mechanisms on
key initiatives with a view to coordinating activities that reinforce
each other for a meaningful continental impact. Tracks, channels,
and levels of communication are identified and clear designations
of tracks of cooperation, dependency, services, and conflict, where
any may arise, among interregional network stakeholders are
specified. 

Winding Up the Discourse 
on the SD–Governance Nexus
The underpinning of the SD–governance nexus is designed to address
the twin priorities of poverty reduction and promotion of sustainable
livelihoods, on the one hand, and the social, political, and economic
dimensions of governance on the other. The objective is to affect human
development through the synergy of complementing upstream activities
with downstream–local community-level projects that ensure sustainable
livelihoods. The downstream activities also include promoting small enter-
prises, improving access of the rural and urban poor to basic services,
creating new jobs, improving agriculture, and supporting community-
based projects.

Accordingly, the overall aim of capacity-building initiatives is to help
individuals become more focused on taking charge of their own situations
and working toward changing their own conditions. This cannot be
achieved through single “training” sessions. Instead, the program will
endeavor to establish a continuity of presence until the capacity that is
to be instilled is fully internalized by the ultimate beneficiary. This will
be done by establishing domains of capacity building. A core group of
people will be required in each domain of capacity building to continue
the activities over the necessary period. The core group will be expected
to develop capacity-building modules that meet the specific requirements
of the target group or groups in its domain. Each module will require a
group of facilitators to work together over the required time frame to
implement the various activities specified therein. This process will be
facilitated through the multitrack communication network, by allowing
two-way (or multitrack) communication to emerge between and among
stakeholder groups.

Capacity-building activities under the program will emphasize comple-
mentarity with other activities required to fully achieving objectives. This
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recognizes that capacity building in itself is not enough to remove the
underlying constraints and obstacles to development. The program will
start from the premise that building capacity is a necessary, but not a
sufficient condition for achieving the program objectives. Substantive
capacities at national and state levels will be built to create a sense of
national ownership of policy decisions. Capacity gaps and aims have been
identified for each capacity building target at three levels: policy and
program, institutions and coordination, and human resources.

� Promotion of dialogue, public enlightenment, and cultural renais-
sance: Dialogue will include stakeholders in the political scene in
forums that can resolve potential areas of conflicting ideas in a
nonadversarial manner. This also aims at strengthening the national
capacity to develop, manage, and deliver a national civic education
program that will be linked with human rights groups and official
democratic institutions. At this level, the aim will be to develop a
national civic education policy that clarifies the roles of official
democratic institutions in civic education efforts as well as provides
a framework for the design, planning, and delivery of an effective
and independent civic education program. A second objective will
be to assist in the development of a civic education program,
targeting various segments of the society, including schools,
churches, civil society, the police, prisons, and the media. Gender
equality issues should be included in the training material in civic
education.51

� Institutional development: The aim will be to increase the capacity
of civic education and human rights institutions to perform effec-
tively their functions. Interinstitutional consultation and coordina-
tion mechanisms among all institutions concerned, including those
in the areas of human and civic rights, will be strengthened in the
development of civic education messages, implementation, moni-
toring, and evaluation. This will promote commitment and support
for civic education activities by all stakeholders. Capacity building
will target the human resources of various institutions involved in
civic education and the protection of human rights. Trainers, admin-
istrators, planners, and policy makers will benefit from training
(local and on the job) to allow the smooth operation of the
institutions and programs.

� Ensuring parliamentary mechanisms: This capacity-building target
aims at improving the effectiveness of parliament and strengthening
the institution’s ability to interact with the various branches of
government and society. The policy framework and legislation
pertaining to these capacities are considered adequate; hence the
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focus will be placed on other aspects of capacity building. This
capacity-building target aims at enhancing national capacities in
planning and conducting elections at the national and local levels.

� Local governance and development management: This aims at
developing the software for strengthening governance at the state
levels. It is designed to strengthen the capacity of the communities,
their representative institutions, and intermediary organizations to
participate, in a positive and constructive manner, in the decision-
making process. Organization and institution will be enhanced at
the local government level to enable local governments to analyze
the constraints and opportunities they face in their day-to-day life;
propose and plan activities relevant to local conditions, which
address the identified problems (using methods, techniques, and
technologies appropriate to local conditions such as participatory
approaches (RRA, PRA, LLPA, DELTA, etc.)52 that have evolved over
a long period in local communities; be major partners in the
implementation of the priority actions; and play a key role in the
monitoring and evaluation of all activities, so that appropriate
refinements can be made to ensure they remain appropriate to
local circumstances and to ensure their sustainability; provide or
ensure access to decentralized, local level services and goods from
both public agencies and the private sector; facilitate the flow of
information and resources from the national level down, and from
the local government level up, and ensure strong linkages between
national policies and strategies and local-government level plans
and action.

� We need to design a “more comprehensive asset-based strategy,
one which might involve virtually the entire community in the
complex process of regeneration … processes, basic building
blocks of a community’s assets combined into a strong and dynamic
community building strategy, disciplines of community organising,
community economic development and community-based planning
inform this whole community strategy, appropriate convenors for
this process, providing it with the leadership which invites invest-
ment and vision. The steps are mapping completely the capacities
and assets of individuals, citizens’ and local institutions; building
relationships among local assets for mutually beneficial problem-
solving within the community; mobilising the community’s assets
fully for economic development and information sharing purposes;
convening as broadly representative a group as possible for the
purposes of building a community vision and plan and leveraging
activities, investments and resources from outside the community
to support asset-based, locally-defined development.”53
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� Extension, communication, and research: This strategy involves the
need for cutting-edge research on the architecture of the modern
nation-state, and relations among the state, civic organizations, and
the market. It also involves determining the competence and
structure of local, regional, and national state institutions and
authorities; election systems and processes; financial control and
transparency of government spending in a modern democratic
state; functioning and funding of political parties; the relations
among the media, businesses, the NGO sector, and the government;
the role of the civil society and its socioeconomic partners (trade
unions, entrepreneurs’ associations) in economic and political life
and in decision-making processes; the judiciary system in a modern
democracy, human rights in a society in transformation, culture,
tradition, and renewal; economic growth and globalization; the
importance of the economics of the poor; and democratic man-
agement of ethnic conflict.

The chapter has endeavored to show that the convergence and amal-
gamation of the security, economic, and sustainable development agenda
signify a negotiating trend toward defining an adaptive paradigm to a new
world order. This convergence reflects an emerging consensus on the
mutually reinforcing role of political governance and SD. Nonetheless,
the comprehension of governance as an SD tool is imprecise because the
concept is still evolving. Hence, SD hinges, to a significant degree, on the
configuration of governance (political) rules and institutions in state and
civil society. This has important implications for social change and hence
poverty reduction.

One way of conceptualizing forces of social change is in terms of
different forms of “capital”—applied here in the broadest sense as
resources or assets that may be utilized to achieve social objectives. For
the purposes of conceptualizing poverty-relevant social change, seven
forms of capital are particularly relevant: human, economic, social, political
(which includes the network of informal and formal political alliances that
confer decision-making authority and sources of violence and means of
enforcing social norms and maintaining social relationships), and environ-
mental (natural resources). Changes in any one of the forms of capital
interact in complex ways with other forms of capital to constitute poverty-
relevant social change. Analyses based on different forms of capital may
very well lead to similar policy prescriptions. Hence combinations of the
following reasoned poverty reduction strategies that have direct implica-
tions on begetting sustainable livelihoods (SL) are recommended:
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1. We focus our antipoverty strategies primarily on human capital
development that links investment in education, health, and nutri-
tion with SL. Policies, strategies, and action plans to enable human
development must perforce play a leading role.

2. Second are those mechanisms that increase the primary income of
the poor, with emphasis placed on factors that increase the level
or price of output and the returns received by poor producers,
whereby output is a function of factors of production (land, labor,
and physical) capital and financial capital (credit and technology).
Increasing output entails increasing the volume, distribution, and
productivity or changing the relative prices of factor inputs.

3. Finally, human security, governance, and rights-based poverty
reduction promises to cap the entitlement and equity arenas. Sadly,
it has been primarily and narrowly reckoned in technocratic terms
to refer to public sector management issues (e.g., civil service
reform), in public policy terms (market liberalization, privatization),
etc. Needless to say, human security is “protecting the vital core
of all human lives in ways that enhance human freedoms and
human fulfilment—it is protecting fundamental freedoms—free-
doms that are the essence of life … build on people’s strengths
and aspirations … protecting people from critical and pervasive
threats … using processes that build on people’s strengths and
aspirations … creating political, social, environmental, economic,
military, and cultural system that together give people the building
blocks of survival, livelihood and dignity.”54 In its present use, it
embodies three basic principles: inclusiveness, lawfulness, and
accountability.

In the globalization of public policies we are forced to review some
issues in the relations among global SD, the nation-state, governance, and
citizenship. “The emergence of the modern understanding of citizenship
in the West was associated particularly with the advent of capitalism and
of centralized nation states in the sixteenth to seventeenth centuries.
Citizenship was finally given voice as a massively influential political
concept in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries by the events of the
English, American and French Revolutions. The rights announced by these
revolutions, their concepts of liberty, equality and fraternity and their
attempts to found the modern nation state constitutionally on the will of
the people helped to construct the modern Western conception of citi-
zenship.” Hence, citizenship will need to go beyond the nation-state,
grasping structural complexities that emerge and the new postindustrial
and postnational dynamics influencing citizenship from the family and
local levels to the transnational level and the intergenerational sphere. 55



78 � Berhe T. Costantinos

Poor nations need to expedite citizenship development by enlarging
people’s choices and expanding human capabilities. The three essential
capabilities for human development are that people lead long and healthy
lives and are knowledgeable about and have access to the resources
needed for a decent standard of living. If these basic capabilities are not
achieved, many choices are simply not available, and many opportunities
remain inaccessible. But the realm of human development goes further:
essential areas of choice, highly valued by people, range from political,
economic, and social opportunities for being creative and productive to
enjoyment of self-respect, empowerment, and a sense of belonging to a
community. Human development leads to the realization of human
rights—economic, social, cultural, civil, and political.

The crux of the challenge is to create, retain, and put to productive
use people who have those qualities throughout the economy. It is
basically about having the ability and willingness to identify, sequence,
and execute human-centered development priorities and programs in the
face of limited human, financial, and institutional capacities. It boils down
to formulating and executing national and sectoral policies that would
enhance aggregate commitment, willpower, and capacities to mobilize,
develop, motivate, encourage, and utilize all segments of the population.
Meeting this challenge is synonymous with meeting the development
challenge at large. The results, under all probability, would lead to the
creation of a strong nation, active in both domestic and world transactions.
The overall objective is to develop a critical mass of human qualities and
ensure their effective participation in the development process in order
to provide, consolidate, expand, and sustain the required base for devel-
opment within a rapidly shrinking and competitive global environment.
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Introduction
Although contemporary environmentalism started to emerge in the 1960s,
its effect spread to every corner of the world in the 1980s, leading to an
upsurge of the environmental movement throughout the world. This
attracted increased attention from national and international political
machineries, and growing interest and curiosity within the academic
community. As we enter into the beginning of the third millennium, we
find ourselves overwhelmed by complexities unprecedented in human
history (Mebratu, 2000). Today, mankind has the capacity to produce far
more information than anyone can absorb, to foster far greater interde-
pendency than anyone can manage, and to accelerate change far faster
than anyone has the ability to keep pace (Senge, 1990). Parallel to (or as
a result of) this unprecedented labyrinth of complexity, we have myriad
systemic dysfunctions, each with its own ecological, economic, and social
dimensions, that do not have simple causes or solutions.

It has been nearly a decade since the terms sustainable development
and sustainability “rose to the prominence of mantra or a shibboleth”
(Daly, 1996) after the 1987 publication of the United Nations– (UN-)
sponsored World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED)
report Our Common Future. Despite its reported vagueness and ambiguity,
the WCED definition of sustainable development has been highly instru-
mental in developing a “global view” with respect to our planet’s future
(Mebratu, 1998).

Since then, thousands of initiatives have been taken at local, national,
and global levels in an attempt to address different aspects of the envi-
ronmental challenges. A number of encouraging local outcomes have
ensued from these activities. However, their impact in shaping “our
common future” on a more sustainable basis seems to be minimal when
measured against the enormity of the global environmental challenges.
This has led to an increasing level of frustration and disenchantment, even
among the different groups promoting the concept of sustainable devel-
opment (Mebratu, 1998). It is in this context that the enhancement of the
conceptual clarity of sustainability and sustainable development becomes
of vital importance. This chapter attempts to present a new conceptual
framework for that concept. To this end, the first section looks at the
conceptual precursors for sustainability and sustainable development. This
is followed by a review of the most relevant systems and evolutionary
principles that constitute the conceptual frameworks that are going to be
used. The last two sections describe sustainability and sustainable devel-
opment in terms of the preceding chapters.
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Conceptual Precursors on Sustainability
The WCED definition of sustainable development is taken as a starting
point for most current discussions on the concept. The WCED report,
which is also known as the Brundtland Commission Report, constituted
a major political turning point for the concept of sustainable development.
But it is neither the starting point nor the possible end of the conceptual
development process (Mebratu, 1998). As with any conceptual process
governed by general evolutionary theory, there are some significant con-
ceptual precursors that led to the WCED’s definition of sustainable devel-
opment, which in turn was followed by other conceptualization efforts
(Mebratu, 1998). This section focuses on reviewing the historical and
conceptual precursors of the concept of sustainable development.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions
Historically, religions have taught us to perceive and act on nonhuman
nature in terms of particular human interests, beliefs, and social structures
(Mebratu, 1998). To assess religion’s view of nature and to see how
contemporary theology deals with the environmental crises, we must
attend with care to the full range of writings and practices that religious
traditions offer. Many writers have found the Judeo-Christian writings about
“man’s right to master the Earth” an essential source of the havoc wreaked
by Western societies upon the Earth. Other religious environmentalists
have discovered environmentally positive passages in classic texts, and
they claim that Judaism and Christianity are more environmentally minded
than they seem at first glance (Kinsley, 1996).

Besides the dominant religions of East and West, there are numerous
indigenous beliefs and traditions that were used as the basis for traditional
coping mechanisms long before the rise of any religious beliefs (Mebratu,
1998). One still can find numerous cases of such beliefs, based on
indigenous traditions and values, that are used as the basis of community
life. In Hawaiian thought, there are close parallels between humans and
nature (Dudley, 1996). Hawaiians traditionally have viewed the entire
world as being alive in the same way that humans are alive. Similarly,
there was no such thing as emptiness in the world for a Lakota Indian
(Mathiessen, 1984). Even in the sky there were no vacant places. Life was
existent everywhere, visible and invisible, and every object imparted great
interest to life.

In the African view, the universe is both visible and invisible, unending,
and without limits (Mbiti, 1996). Events come and go in the form of minor
and major rhythms. For African tradition, man is not the master of the
universe: “He is only the center, the friend, the beneficiary, and the user.
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For this reason, he must live in harmony with the universe, obeying the
laws of natural, moral, and mystical order” (Mbiti, 1996). If these are
unduly disturbed, it is man who suffers most.

In general, the following are the major conclusions that can be drawn
from the analysis of religious and traditional beliefs on sustainability and
sustainable development (Mebratu, 1998):

� A critical review of the writings on both sides leads to the conclu-
sion that religions have neither been simple agents of environmen-
tal degradation nor unmixed repositories of ecological wisdom.

� Although they have different contexts and structures, all of the
indigenous traditions and beliefs have the core element of the
importance of living in harmony with nature.

� An important lesson to be drawn from indigenous traditions and
beliefs is the “holistic vision” that is inherent in all of the beliefs
and the importance attached to being in constant communication
with nature.

� Whatever environmental value we may find in the teachings of the
different religions of East and West, and the indigenous traditions
and practices, it would be unrealistic to advocate any of these
traditions as the basis for addressing the environmental crises of
the 21st century.

� Nonetheless, traditional wisdom has much to offer in terms of
living in harmony with nature and in society, and this is one of
the fundamental tenets of the concept of sustainability.

Economics and the Theory of Limits

Toward the end of the 18th century, many of the evil ef fects of the
industrial revolution had surfaced. Unemployment, poverty, and disease
were already problems calling for remedial treatment. Contrary to the
ideas of William Goldwin (1756–1836) and the marquis de Condorcet
(1743–1794), Thomas Malthus said that the vices and misery that plague
society are not due to evil human institutions, but to the fecundity of the
human race (Oser and Blanchfield, 1975). This belief led to his theory of
population dynamics. According to Malthus’s theory, population, when
unchecked, increases geometrically while subsistence increases arithmet-
ically, at best (Oser and Blanchfield, 1975). Together with David Ricardo
(1772–1823), who fundamentally agreed with his population theory,
Malthus expressed his “environmental limits thinking” in terms of the limits
on the supply of good-quality agricultural land and the resultant dimin-
ishing returns in agricultural production (Pearce and Turner, 1990).



Systems Concept of Sustainability and Sustainable Development � 89

For Malthus, the fixed amount of land available meant that as the
population grew, diminishing returns would reduce the per capita food
supply. The standard of living would be forced down to a subsistence
level, and the population would cease to grow. Diminishing returns set
in, not so much because of absolute scarcity, but because of the varying
quality of available land. The fundamental shortcoming of this theory is
that, in both cases, “the subject of diminishing returns was defined on
the basis of keeping the total production curve fixed” (Pearce and Turner,
1990). In reality, technical innovations, such as the use of fertilizers, have
shifted the total production curve upward, increasing output per unit of
input and offsetting the tendency toward diminishing returns. Still, the
Malthusian theory of “environmental limits” may be considered a precursor
to the concept of sustainable development (Mebratu, 1998).

Political Economy and the “Scale” of Organization

Looking back at the history of political economics, one finds the “subter-
ranean tradition” of organic and decentralist economists, among whom
Ernest F. Schumacher could be cited as the principal one. According to
Roszak (1989), it would be no exaggeration to call Schumacher the Keynes
of postindustrial society, by which he meant a society that has left behind
its lethal obsession with those megasystems of production and distribution
that Keynes tried so hard to make manageable. The first work of Schu-
macher appeared in 1959, The Crucial Problems of Modern Living. His
works culminated in international recognition and fame after the first
publication of his famous book Small Is Beautiful in 1979. The themes
addressed in this book included the following:

� Sharp criticism of overorganized systems as destructive of the
human spirit and of the planet alike

� Concern about the rapid depletion of natural resources and the
corresponding destruction of the environment

� Concept of intermediate or appropriate technology and the impor-
tance of human scale, perhaps the concept for which the book is
best known

� Failure of traditional economics to include incommensurable “non-
economic factors” in the policy-making process

� Need for human beings to be close to the nurturing land, in both
fact and spirit (McClaughry, 1989)

Although the book contains a number of controversial and debatable
ideas, Schumacher’s concern about the exhaustion of the planet’s resources
gave new impetus to a whole generation of environmental defenders



90 � Desta Mebratu

(Mebratu, 1998). His effort of looking at the economic, ecological, and
social aspects of a given system added a new dimension to the discourse
on the “scale of organization.” Some experts believe that the concept of
appropriate technology defined as technology that takes heed of the skill,
levels of population, availability of natural resources, and pressing social
needs defined by the people themselves is the immediate precursor to
the concept of sustainable development. According to DuBose and asso-
ciates (1995), “sustainable development can be traced back at least as far
as the mid-1960s, when appropriate technology was promoted as the way
to help develop the lesser developed countries.”

Post-Stockholm Conference Trends

The 1972 UN Conference on Human Environment in Stockholm, which
recognized the “importance of environmental management and the use
of environmental assessment as a management tool” (DuBose et al., 1995),
represents a major step forward in the development of the concept of
sustainable development. Even if the link between environmental and
developmental issues did not emerge strongly, there were indications that
the form of economic development would have to be altered (Mebratu,
1998).

In the years following, the terms environment and development, devel-
opment without destruction, and environmentally sound development
evolved and finally, the term ecodevelopment appeared in the United
Nations (UN) Environment Program review in 1978. By this time, it became
recognized internationally that environmental and developmental ideas
needed to be considered concurrently. According to Tryzna (1995), how-
ever, the first major breakthrough in conceptual insight was that of the
International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN).

If the IUCN takes the credit for using the term sustainable development
for the first time, the WCED, through its report Our Common Future
(1987), provided the major political turning point that made the concept
of great geopolitical significance and the catch-phrase it has become today
(Holmberg, 1994). The report of WCED, also known as the Bruntland
Commission Report, contains the key statement of sustainable develop-
ment, which is defined as “development that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs” (WCED, 1987). This definition marks the concept’s
political coming of age and establishes the content and structure of the
present debate (Kirkby et al., 1995). The conceptual definition of the
Brundtland Commission Report contains two key concepts (Mebratu,
1998):
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� The concept of “needs,” in particular the essential needs of the
world’s poor, to which overriding priority should be given

� The idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and
social organization on the environment’s ability to meet present
and future needs

The commission underlined the strong linkages among poverty allevi-
ation, environmental improvement, and social equitability through sus-
tainable economic growth. Not surprisingly, since it may be interpreted
in so many different ways, the Brundtland Commission’s definition of
sustainable development has received very wide acceptance. As noted by
Pearce and colleagues (1989), “It fits nicely into political sound bites
compared with its predecessor’s ‘eco-development’; it is something to
which everyone can agree, like motherhood and apple pie.” According
to Daly (1996), having consensus on a vague concept, rather than dis-
agreement over a sharply defined one, was a “good political strategy.” In
the late nineties, however, this initial vagueness was no longer a basis for
consensus, but a breeding ground for disagreement.

Post-WCED Trends

Since the definition and subsequent popularization of the term by WCED
in 1987, numerous efforts have been made by different groups, organiza-
tions, and individuals to capture the meaning of the concept. Although it
is a cumbersome task to cover exhaustively all the definitions that have
mushroomed over the years, in broad terms the existing variety of defi-
nitions of sustainable development can be categorized into three major
groups, depending on the constituent representation reflected in their
presentation (Mebratu, 1998). These are (1) the institutional version, (2)
the ideological version, and (3) the academic version.

All of these definitions are based on acceptance that the world is faced
with an environmental crisis and that we must make a fundamental change
to overcome this crisis. Instead of focusing on the semantics used in the
different groups of definitions, Mebratu (1998) reviewed the major groups
of definitions with respect to the following questions: What is identified
as the source of the crisis? What is the core approach to the solution?
What is the proposed solution platform? What is the key instrument for
the solution?

For the institutional version, the definitions given by WCED, the
International Institute of Environment and Development (IIED), and the
World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) can be
taken as representative. A synoptic comparison of these definitions shows
that they all share the same definition of sustainable development, which
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is very much based on need satisfaction, with a wide spectrum of inter-
pretation. As can be seen from Table 4.1, the differences in interpretation
are reflected in their differences regarding the identification of the epicenter
of the solution, the solution platform, and the leadership center for actu-
alizing the solution. These factors are very much influenced by the
institutional objectives, which are the direct reflection of the interests of
the establishment (Mebratu 2000).

At the ideological level, although there are some factors that indicate
the emergence of a distinct green ideology, the environmental versions
of classic ideologies such as liberation theology, radical feminism, and
Marxism are the dominant ones. Although the conceptual basis of eco-
theology, ecofeminism, and ecosocialism are rooted in very different
liberation theories (as may be seen from Table 4.2), there is a striking
structural similarity among these versions in the identification of the source
of the environmental crisis, the solution epicenter, and the role of lead-
ership (Mebratu, 1998). 

In the academic version, the economist, ecologist, and sociologist
conceptualizations reflect the response of the scientific community to the
challenge of the environmental crisis of the 21st century. In general, the
academic versions exhibit conceptual shortcomings of one type or another
that are related to their reductionist epistemological foundations and
reflected in their solution frameworks (Mebratu, 2000). Although the
increasing acceptance of the interdisciplinary nature of the issue by the
scientific community is a source of encouragement, there is a danger that
the prevailing conflicts of views about the environmental crisis, which
arise from being locked within the reductionist way of thinking, may
harden into inflexible and polarized oppositions (Redclift and Woodgate,

Table 4.1 Comparative Analysis of the Institutional Version of Sustainability

Institution Drivers
Solution 
Epicenter

Solution 
Platform

Instruments
(Leadership)

WCED Political 
consensus

Sustainable 
growth

Nation-state Governments 
and interna-
tional organi-
sations

IIED Rural develop-
ment

Primary envi-
ronmental 
care (PEC)

Communities National and 
international 
NGOs

WBCSD Business 
interest

Eco-efficiency Business and 
industry

Corporate 
leadership

Source: Mebratu, 1998.
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1994) (see Table 4.3). The source of the problem is that each discipline
approaches the other in a reductionist fashion, seeking to impose its view
of goals and procedures on the decision-making process (Tryzna, 1995).
In this respect, there is a growing consensus about the need for a new
way of scientific thinking based on radical revision of existing approaches,
with the objective of transcending the pervasive “dualism” of sub-
ject–object, mind–matter, nature–society, and so on, that dominates mod-
ern thinking (Clarke, 1993).

Table 4.2 Comparative Analysis of the Ideological Version of Sustainability

Ideology
Liberation 

Theory

Source of the 
Environmental 

Crisis
Solution 
Epicenter

Leadership 
Center

Eco-theology Liberation 
theology

Disrespect to 
divine provi-
dence

Spiritual 
revival

Churches 
and congre-
gations

Eco-feminism Radical 
Feminism

Male-centred 
(Androcen-
tric) episte-
mology

Gynocentric 
value hierar-
chy

Women’s 
movement

Eco-socialism Marxism Capitalism Social egalitari-
anism

Labour 
movement

Source: Mebratu, 1998.

Table 4.3 Comparative Analysis of the Academic Version of Sustainability

Academic 
Discipline

Drivers (Epi-
stemological 
Orientation)

Source of 
Environmental 

Crisis
Solution 
Epicenter

Instruments 
(Mechanism of 

Solutions)

Environmen-
tal econom-
ics

Economic re-
ductionism

Undervaluing 
of ecological 
goods

Internalisa-
tion of exter-
nalities

Market instru-
ment

Deep ecology Ecological re-
ductionism

Human domi-
nation over 
nature

Reverence 
and respect 
for nature

Bio-centric 
egalitarianism

Social ecology Reductionist-
holistic

Domination of 
people and 
nature

Co-evolution 
of nature 
and human-
ity

Re-thinking of 
the social hi-
erarchy

Source: Mebratu, 1998.
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The Conceptual Framework
The alternative conceptual framework proposed in this chapter is based
on the key principles of systems evolution and information theories. The
following section discusses the key principles used as the basis. This is
followed by a discussion on the principle of hierarchies and interactions
as a source of dynamic complexities.

Systems Evolution and Information

One of the most deeply buried metaphors of science is the concept of a
“thing” or “part” that can be separated cleanly from other things or parts.
The metaphor is so deep that we seldom know when we are using it
(Weinberg, 1975). Our use of the “part” or “thing” metaphor is closely
allied to our experience of physical space, and particularly to our expe-
rience of “boundaries.” Thus, the “thing” is separated from its environment
by an imaginary boundary, and the interaction between the “thing” and
its environment is described in terms of distinct “input–output” relation-
ships.

Problems particularly arise because the choice of boundaries will be
very much influenced by the specialized way of thinking and principles,
by past experiences, and, most of the time, by the purpose of the specific
system exercise (Mebratu, 2000). Although the boundary metaphor more
easily permeates systems thinking through diagrams than through analog-
ical statements, it has led to the derailing of the very purpose of systems
thinking: overcoming the limitation of reductionist simplicity in the orga-
nized complex region (Weinberg, 1975).

According to specialized systems thinking (Weinberg, 1975), systems
are thoroughly man-made, and the definition of a specific system is the
point of view of one or several observers. Utilizing systems thinking for
the concept of sustainability requires revitalizing the specialized systems
thinking on basis of the principles and spirit of general systems thinking.
The key element of this revitalizing process, in this context, is the redef-
inition of the concept called system (Mebratu, 2000).

With respect to the relationship between evolution and information,
Ayres (1994) indicated that all physical processes and transformations
(including phylogenic evolution) can be described in terms of two fun-
damental information quantities. These are, respectively, pure uncertainty-
reducing or distinguishability information (D information) and evolutionary
survival–relevant information (SR information). According to Ayres, D
information is a quantity that exists independently of any reference system
or observer and hence is an extensive variable. Thus, it can be regarded
as a fundamental variable for describing the natural world. In contrast,
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SR information is the information that is relevant to the evolutionary
selection process and is definable only in terms of a specific local system.
Hence, it is an intensive variable.

The combined application of general systems thinking and general
evolutionary theory provides a new framework of systems, which include
the following variables:

� A unit is any organized physical entity with a specific functional
purpose and manifestation. Each unit is characterized by the D
information embodied within it.

� An environment is the field of significance of a unit within which
it conducts its functional purposes and exhibits its manifestations.
The field of significance (the environment) is characterized by the
SR factors, which have multiple dimensions.

� There is a dynamic linkage between the unit and its environment
that is exhibited through the complex web of interaction. The
interaction within and between the D factors and the SR factors
defines the functional capacity of the system.

� A system is the totality of a physical unit, its environment as a
field of significance, and the interaction between the units and
their environment.

� Evolution, as the processing, accumulation, and transferring of
survival-relevant (SR) information, maximizes the embodiment of
D information (diversity, complexity, and stability) (Mebratu, 2000).

To illustrate the unit and system relationship with an example, an
individual person can be described as both a unit and a system. His or
her identity as a unit is defined by the distinguishability information that
has been organized in the form of deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA).1 This
sets the boundary condition for what it can be and what it cannot be.
The surroundings within which the individual exists will provide the field
of significance within which the individual functions as a system. Similar
analogies can be made for industrial and social units and systems.

Hierarchy and Interaction: Source of Dynamic Complexity

According to the general model of organized complexity (Checkland,
1993), there exists a hierarchy of levels of organization, each more complex
than the one below, and each level characterized by emergent properties
at the lower level. Thus, entities that are whole at one level of the hierarchy
simultaneously become parts of the higher level of entities (Mebratu,
2000). Thus, a given system exhibits the properties of being a whole and
a part at a given moment in time. An individual person is a whole on its
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own and a part of the family, which is a higher system in the social
hierarchy.

Figure 4.1 depicts the cosmic hierarchy developed based on this
principle. The model is based on the presence of both horizontal and
vertical hierarchy, clearly indicating that the existence of a specific level
in the hierarchy is strictly dependent on the existence of the earlier level
in the vertical and in the horizontal hierarchy. The following are the major
features of the cosmic hierarchy (Mebratu, 2000):

� The horizontal hierarchy depicts the universe hierarchy that is
divided into abiotic, biotic, social, and economic cosmoses in the
order of their precedence. Thus, the abiotic cosmos is the basis
for the existence of the universe, and the economic cosmos is the
last element in the hierarchy.

� The vertical hierarchy depicts the hierarchy within the cosmos.
Each cosmos has a base element, which serves as a basis to the
specific cosmos and as a linking element of the specific cosmos
with the earlier cosmos in the hierarchy.

� Thus, the basic units, which are the atoms of the abiotic cosmos,
the cell of the biotic cosmos, the human being of the human
universe, the firm of the economic cosmos, and the family of the
social cosmos, are the critical elements that keep the whole uni-
verse together through their vertical and horizontal functions.

� This structure leads to the conclusion that any tampering with
respect to the core elements has to be done with utmost care since
it has two-dimensional effects in both the horizontal and vertical
directions of the cosmic hierarchy.2

� Market, as the socioeconomic institution through which information
is exchanged, holds a prominent position in defining the functional
efficiency of any given socioeconomic system.

� The key principle of the natural universe is evolution; the governing
principle of the human universe is social transformation. The
combined principle of the natural and human universe is, however,
coevolution.

The relationships and interactions among the different aspects of the
cosmic universe are described by the cosmic matrix (Table 4.4). The
cosmic matrix is composed of the cosmic processes, measurable flows,
regulating mechanisms, nonstable parameters, and nondesirable outcomes
(Mebratu, 2000). The cosmic processes are those processes that inherently
determine stability within the cosmic regimes, and the measurable flows
are characteristic parameters or flows that define the nature of the cosmic
processes. The regulating mechanisms are the cosmic mechanisms through
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Figure 4.1 The cosmic hierarchy. (From Mebratu, 2000.)
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which a cosmic steady state is achieved within the cosmic regimes. The
nonstable phenomena are indicators of effects of persistent offshoots of
the measurable flows beyond the steady-state limit as a result of a feedback
lag and cosmic interactions that override the ability of the feedback loop
within the specific cosmos. The nonregulated outcome is the spontaneous
corrective mechanism that restores the system to a new level of steady
state.

The cosmic process of the abiotic cosmos is described as the geophys-
ical regeneration that is based on thermodynamic principles, and it has
mass and energy as its major measurable characteristic flows (Mebratu,
2000). The cosmic performance of the abiotic cosmos is kept within the
limit of a steady state through the various natural cycles such as the water
and nitrogen cycles. On the other hand, the cosmic process of the biotic
cosmos is the combined effect of reproduction and metabolism guided
by the principles of evolution, and it has population and consumption as
the characteristic measurable flows. The cosmic performance of the biotic
cosmos is kept within the limit of a steady state through the primary effect
of mobility and succession. With respect to the economic cosmos of the
human universe, production and exchange, guided by human needs and
aspirations, are identified as its cosmic process; capital (both natural and
human) and technology (both natural and human) are the measurable

Table 4.4 The Cosmic Sustainability Matrix

Cosmos
Cosmic 
Process

Measurable 
Flows

Regulating 
Mechanisms

Nonstable 
Parameters

Nonregu-
lated 

Outcomes

Abiotic Geophysi-
cal regen-
eration

Mass and 
energy

Natural 
cycles

Breakdown 
of cycles 
and seismic 
structures

Natural 
disasters

Biotic Reproduc-
tion and 
metabo-
lism

Population 
and con-
sumption

Mobility 
and suc-
cession

Overshoots Population 
crash/
extinction

Social Participa-
tion and 
distribu-
tion

Empower-
ment and 
welfare

Structural 
transfor-
mation

Social ineq-
uity

Revolution

Economic Production 
and ex-
change

Capital and 
technology

Market ad-
justment

Economic in-
flation

Economic 
depression

Source: Mebratu, 1998.
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parameters. The cosmic performance of the economic cosmos is regulated
by the continuous adjustment of the market.

Participation and distribution measured by the level of empowerment
and welfare are identified as the cosmic processes that constitute the social
cosmos of the human universe. The cosmic performance of the social
cosmos is kept within the limit of sustainability through structural trans-
formation of governance that goes hand in hand with the economic
cosmos.

Excessive accumulation and depletion, population, and consumption
overshoots; economic inflation; and social inequity are the nonstable
parameters for the abiotic, biotic, economic, and social cosmos, respec-
tively, indicating an unstable situation (Mebratu, 2000).

The corresponding corrective phenomena of these undesirable out-
comes, from the point of view of cosmic stability, are natural disasters
such as earthquake, droughts, and floods for the abiotic cosmos. Similarly,
sudden population crashes and gradual extinction of species are the
corrective mechanisms for the biotic cosmos, and economic depressions
and revolutions are corrective mechanisms for the economic cosmos and
the social cosmos, respectively. Although each cosmic system is treated
separately for the sake of convenience and clarity, in the actual case there
will be a varying second-degree effect of one cosmic system over the
other depending on the level of hierarchy within the cosmic hierarchy
(Figure 4.1). However, this does not rule out the possibility of the existence
of an independent region of an abiotic cosmic system that is beyond the
reach of the human universe.

Considering the complexity of the environmental challenges, it is
proposed that the conceptual limitations may be overcome through the
combined application of the general systems theory and the general
evolutionary theory. The basic principles of systems and evolutionary
theories that are adapted to this research are (Mebratu, 2000) the following:

� Evolution is an irreversible and nonlinear change of both natural
and man-made systems in domains far from thermodynamic equi-
librium (Malaska, 1991).

� The direction of evolution is characterized by an increasing ability
of organisms and systems to sense and assess the state of the
environment, to learn appropriate responses, and to transmit this
information to succeeding generations (Ayres, 1994).

� Systems with organized complexity can only be understood by
looking at their dynamic interrelationships (feedback), a process
that is more than linear summation of cause–effect chains (Check-
land, 1993).
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These and other relevant principles of general systems and evolutionary
and information theories are used as the basis to develop an alternative
conceptual framework for sustainability and sustainable development,
which is presented in this chapter.

Sustainability: As a Systemic Property

In the preceding section, we saw the cosmic interaction that is built upon
the vertical and horizontal interactions of the four cosmic components.
The properties at the system level will be quite different from the cosmic
properties because no unit system could be distinctly categorized in one
or the other cosmos. In other words, systems exhibit a four-dimensional
property (abiotic, biotic, social, and economic), with a varying degree of
one or the other cosmic properties, as a manifestation of cosmic interaction
(Mebratu, 2000). When we divide the cosmic interactions in accordance
with the vertical hierarchy of the cosmic hierarchy (Figure 4.1), we find
that the foundation for the cosmic interaction is the interaction between
the abiotic and biotic cosmoses, laying down the basis for any kind of
systems sustainability.

The definition of the concept of sustainability within the context of
this chapter is based on the following two assertions (Mebratu, 2000).
First, every unit has a given functional capacity, which follows an initially
increasing and later decreasing pattern with time. This is in line with the
ontological (life cycle) pattern of development that covers the ascendancy,
climax, and retrogression phases. The second assertion is that every system
has a succession function that enables the system to sustain its functional
capacity through alternative cycles of succession. Sustainability is, there-
fore, the maintenance of a given level of systemic function that reconciles
with the principal feedback loops of natural cycles and succession through
the proper combination of unit functional capacity and succession time
(Mebratu, 2000). As such, sustainability can be considered as the driving
force behind any systemic function. 

Plotting the functional capacity of a system over its lifetime gives the
sustainability curve for a given system. Figure 4.2 depicts the functional
capacity of a system with time, each curve representing the functional
path of the system over its lifetime and the successive curves representing
the successive systems. The area under each curve represents the total
functional capacity of a system over its lifetime. The slope of the sustain-
ability curve indicates the state of functionality, of the system. A negative
slope stands for a decline in functionality and a positive slope indicates
an increase in the functionality functions. In either of the cases, having a
significant peak and trough is an indication of a persistent systemic
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dysfunction, and systems with a persistent negative slope are heading
toward a crash or extinction.

The following principles of sustainability, based on the preceding dis-
cussion, can be drawn from the figure (Mebratu, 2000):

� Every system has an initially increasing and then decreasing unit
functional capacity as a function of its lifetime. The path of ascen-
dancy and retrogression is determined by the level of interaction
between the D factors and the SR factors of the system that are
defined by the field of interaction.

� A certain level of systemic function is maintained through an
alternative succession of unit systems, and either the vertical move-
ment of the unit functional capacity or the horizontal movement
of the system succession time frame can be affected by this level.

� The SR information of each generation is transformed to D infor-
mation of the successive generation through the successive cycles
of evolution (for the natural) and innovation processes (for the
man-made) (see Figure 4.2).

� Any systemic function that is within the limit of the stability factors
of natural cycles and biotic succession is sustainable, and any
systemic function that exceeds the limits of the stability factors is
unsustainable.

� Unidirectional phenomena that result in an increased unit func-
tional capacity irrespective of the limits of the feedback loops lead
to unsustainable systemic function, which results in some type of
a crash.

Figure 4.2 Functional capacity of successive systems. (From Mebratu, 2000.)
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A given level of systemic function can be achieved in two different
paths (Mebratu, 2000). The first path, which has an insurmountable
physical limitation that is related to the SR factors, is pushing the unit
functional capacity peak upward, irrespective of changes in the physical
limits. This could exceed the physical limits and lead to undesirable down
crashes of the functional capacity and a subsequent loss in capacity. The
second path is keeping the functional capacity increment in pace with
the change in the physical limits and manipulating the time frame of the
succession cycle to keep the systemic functional performance at a steady-
state level. Although this approach might result in lower functional capacity
per unit time than the first option, it potentially enables the system to
achieve a better level of systemic sustainability without facing the danger
of crashes.

Units belonging to the natural universe have built-in mechanisms of
feedback loops that balance the total effect of positive and negative
feedback loops, thereby maintaining systemic sustainability in accordance
with the second option. On the other hand, the human universe has the
tendency to generate units that lack such a balance between positive and
negative feedback loops, thereby leading to the tendencies of exceeding
physical limits. The organizing principles that underlie sustainable systems
are the presence, the maintenance, and the production of microscopic
diversity that results in an ecological structure (Mebratu, 2000).

According to Allen (1994), ecological structure emerges over time, as
the types of behavior present in our possibility space increase and become
more complex. The survival of the whole system may depend on the
system’s effective adaptation to external events, and the survival of the
individuals of which it is composed may require success in the internal
adaptive processes. As evolution proceeds, it gradually switches from
introducing adaptations that deal with the external world to introducing
adaptations that succeed within the internal environment. This is just the
normal process of the development of ecological structures (Allen, 1994).

When some successful innovation occurs in the system, some new
source of positive feedback has been discovered. In natural ecosystems,
this would result in the “success” of some populations for a time, during
which their prey would decline in numbers and their wastes would build
up. However, in the natural example, after some time, a variant of another
population would “discover” that it could “use” this newly successful
population and its accumulation of waste. This is because any special
concentrations of matter that have high free energy are potential sources
of food for other populations. After a further period, the initial innovative
population would have been reincorporated into the ecosystem, and the
challenge that it offered initially would have been met by the internal
diversity of the population of the ecosystem (Allen, 1994).
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This is lacking for human ecosystems. The first reason is the interval
between the human innovation process and the ecological evolution
process, which is not sufficient to allow an ecological response, particularly
as we keep changing what we are dumping on the environment at a
faster rate. The second reason, however, is the earlier tendency of using
dispersion as our method of getting rid of wastes. Instead of accumulations
building up and becoming a potential source of raw material for some
unknown future process, the waste is dispersed into the soils, the oceans,
and the atmosphere.

On the basis of the preceding model of systemic function, one can
identify the following three major possible scenarios in systemic evolution
(Mebratu, 2000):

� Scenario one: Most systems are functioning under some level of
feedback lags between the intensive factors of the SR block. Thus,
most systems will exhibit an oscillating sustainability curve with
positive and negative slopes. This is especially intense in the case
of man-made systems.

� Scenario two: A persistent negative slope of function represents an
increasing mismatch between the D factors and the SR factors.
Such a scenario may lead to the bifurcation of the system, resulting
in a new level of compatibility between the D factors and the SR
factors.

� Scenario three: In some cases, systems might be faced with a
mismatch within the extensive factors of the D block that leads to
the complete failure of the feedback mechanism as a source of
corrective measure. Such a scenario is detrimental to the sustain-
ability of the systemic function and will, in most cases, lead to
extinction of the system.

In terms of the preceding discussion, sustainability can be defined as
a systemic property of maintaining an incremental functional capacity of
a given system through successive generations (Mebratu, 2000). As such,
every ecosystem strives to maintain a positive increment in terms of its
functional capacity. The core element of sustainability is functional sus-
tainability rather than systemic sustainability. The sustainability of systems
can be achieved through an evolutionary succession of the systems that
results in the maintenance of the functional capacities of the systems.
Systems are always in a dynamic and an irreversible state of evolution;
systemic functions are either progressing or regressing, depending on the
evolutionary path followed by the system. In conclusion, it can be said
that sustainability is the governing principle in any systemic interaction
and is to systems what thermodynamics is to units (Mebratu, 2000).
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Sustainable Development as a Societal Process

The increasing global economic disparity witnessed over the last few
decades discouraged the notion of fulfilling development aspirations
through the conventional development paths. As a result, the expectation
of and the demand for something new have grown, questioning the basic
assumptions behind the dominant theory of growth. Malaska (1991) argues
that the concept of growth has many dimensions and thus we need not
give up the use of the concept itself but only a unidimensional interpre-
tation of “gaining weight,” or its meaning as extensive growth. Hence,
attention should be given to the meaning of intensive growth and regen-
erative growth as the necessary elements of transformational dynamics of
development.

According to Malaska (1991), each new stage of development has
within it the seeds of further change. This is a basic idea of transformational
dynamics, and it also underlies evolution and feedback. Accordingly,
development means self-organizing, changing orders emerging as a result
of nonlinear, nonequilibrium processes triggered by local fluctuations, and
not merely of perennial global equilibrium (Malaska, 1991). The onset of
nonequilibria can be triggered by comparatively small local fluctuations,
originating within the local subsystem or from the outside. Once estab-
lished, the fluctuations become amplified and spread in the domain of
the subsystems. Then they constitute a sizable force capable of modifying
macrobehavior. A mechanism for local nucleation and fluctuations is thus
vital.

Development nucleation can only materialize around some perceived
needs so far left unsatisfied. The mode of production (agricultural, indus-
trial, etc.) is merely a manifestation of changing material orders to fit with
the desire to satisfy such needs (Malaska, 1991).

Bifurcation is introduced into social processes because of the inability
of the faculty of the dominant social and economic orders to facilitate
new emerging needs and values, thus creating the evolutionary dynamic,
propelling humanity from the past toward the future.

According to Ayres (1994), one of the most significant evolutionary
innovations of humans was the extrasomatic storage and processing of
information. The first step in this direction, of course, was the invention
of pictographs and written language, and the creation of books and
libraries. This was followed only in the very recent past—historically
speaking—by the introduction of technological devices to enhance the
human sense and the human brain. It is interesting to note that the
economic system is effectively defined by the scope of its internal com-
munication system: the price system. Market prices are the signals by
which the market regulates itself.
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Nevertheless, Ayres (1994) states, “The economic system lacks a well-
developed mechanism for sensing the condition of the environment in
which it is embedded. This is a fundamental weakness that also threatens
the long-run survival of human civilization, unless it can be rectified by
the creation of new ‘sensory organs’ via conscious sociopolitical pro-
cesses.”

According to evolutionary thinking, biological evolution is a process
of accumulating “useful” genetic information. The best measure of evolu-
tionary progress is the ability to store and process information in the brain
and/or central nervous system (Mebratu, 2000). Similarly, social evolution
is a process of accumulating “useful” cultural information that is used for
social purposes, passed on via social processes, and stored in different
forms of social capital. In both cases the term useful must be understood
as that which assists survival and growth. As stated by Ayres (1994), “The
direction of evolution is characterized by an increasing ability of organisms
and systems to sense the state of the environment, to assess its risks and
opportunities, to learn and remember appropriate responses, and to
transmit this useful information to other individuals in the community and
to succeeding generations.”

Thus, sustainability can be interpreted as follows for social systems:

� The continuous transformation of SR information in the form of
cultural transformation is the basis for social evolution.

� The pace and path of societal evolution are functions of the ability
of sensing, processing, and accumulating SR information of the
society.

� Ecological factors constitute the major, but not the only, part of
the SR information that led to the agricultural and industrial trans-
formations.

� The D information that was discussed in an earlier section consti-
tutes the entity factors of a social system while the SR information
constitutes the significance factors. 

Figure 4.3 presents the sustainable development model that is based
on the principles discussed in the preceding sections. The principal factors
of the entity (distinguishability) factors of societal systems are ecological
space, demography, and culture, and the multiple interactions of these
factors define what a given social system is: its process of becoming and
the nature of its evolutionary path (Mebratu, 2000). The ecological space
defines the possibility space for societal evolutionary process. In terms of
a society, this is given by the source and sink functions of the natural
environment. The source function includes the services provided by the
natural environment as a source of material and energy inputs for societal
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activities, and the sink function covers services provided by the natural
environment as a recipient of emissions and discharges of socioeconomic
activities. Demography stands for the overall distribution of population
and the nature of human settlements in a given ecological space. Culture
constitutes the accumulated SR information of a given society through
evolutionary succession. As such, culture can be considered as the DNA
equivalent of societal systems.

The significance factors of a societal system are the factors that provide
the field of significance for a given societal system to fulfill a given societal
function; the multiple interactions of these factors determine the nature
of information flow in different forms. The principal significance factors
for a societal system are institutional structures and norms, capital struc-
tures and flows, and technological innovations and diffusions (Mebratu,
2000). The institutional structures and norms of a given social system
provide the basis for the field of significance. But it also includes the
hierarchical influence that is defined by the hierarchical requirements
imposed by the different levels of the hierarchy within the social cosmos
(Figure 4.1). The capital structures and flows, as determined by the type(s)
of the dominant property right regimes, are other significance factors that
determine the nature of the field of significance (Mebratu, 2000). The
technological innovation and diffusion factor, which has a direct linkage
with the cultural aspect of the entity factor, is another factor that determines
the nature of the field of significance for a given society.

The interactions between the entity factors and the significance factors
of a given social system constitute the bases for fulfilling societal functions
(Mebratu, 2000). While there are numerous attributes and functions that
could be listed under societal functions, all of these functions can be
broadly categorized under the function of evolutionary succession and

Figure 4.3 The sustainable development model. (From Mebratu, 2000.)
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productive engagement. As part of the broader universe that is driven by
evolutionary succession, achieving evolutionary succession becomes the
inherent principal function of any societal system. On the other hand, as
a distinct entity from the natural universe, productive engagement becomes
the other principal function of any societal system. The principal functions
of evolutionary succession and productive engagement will take different
forms of expressions and attributes depending on the nature of the entity
factors and the nature of interactions among the entity and significance
factors (Mebratu, 2000).

The productive engagement function of a given society is based on
two fundamental processes (Mebratu, 2000). The first process is the process
of preparing a given member of the society for the function of productive
engagement. While this process takes different forms, the essence of the
process is based on the transfer of the accumulated SR information and
the building up of capacity to identify, process, accumulate, and transfer
survival-useful information to the next generation. Depending on the
nature of the society, there are a number of parameters that determine
the path of this process. Traditional and indigenous societies conduct this
process mainly through “word of mouth,” while education and research
are the major instruments for modern societies to conduct this process.

The second fundamental process of the productive engagement process
is the actual engagement of a social entity in socially useful and productive
activities. This is very much dependent on the socioeconomic structure
of the specific society that constitutes the basis for the division of labor
and responsibility within the society (Mebratu, 2000). In most traditional
and indigenous societies, every member of the society has some kind of
responsibility. Gender and age hierarchy are the key elements that largely
determine the nature of the division of labor in traditional and indigenous
societies. On the other hand, education and specialized skill are the critical
elements that determine the nature of the division of labor in modern
societies and societies in transition. In either of these cases, it can be said
that the ability to process and transform SR information is the core element
in determining the nature of the division of labor in a given society. The
fundamental prerequisite for fulfilling the productive engagement function
of a society is avoiding a mismatch between the process of preparing for
productive engagement and the structure of productive engagement.

Similarly, the evolutionary succession function is composed of two
fundamental processes (Mebratu, 2000). The first process refers to the
process of evolutionary succession as a species. This involves maintaining
the required socioecological balance between societal activities and the
natural ecosystem that provides the basis for any socioeconomic activities.
The sustainability indictor principles that are applied by the natural step
program cover this aspect of the evolutionary succession. The explicit
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principles are (1) substances extracted from the lithosphere must not
systematically accumulate in the ecosphere; (2) society-produced sub-
stances must not systematically accumulate in the ecosphere; (3) the
physical conditions for production and diversity within the ecosphere must
not become systematically deteriorated; (4) the use of resources must be
efficient and just with respect to meeting human needs (Azar et al., 1996).

The second process refers to the process of evolutionary succession
as a society. This involves maintaining the required socioeconomic balance
within the global hierarchy. Thus, the fulfillment of both the socioecolog-
ical and socioeconomic requirements is essential for achieving the function
of evolutionary succession for any society. Moreover, the continuous
interaction of the functions of evolutionary succession and productive
engagement determines the path of development of a given society
(Mebratu, 2000).

The optimality of the interaction within and between the entity (exten-
sive) factor and the significance (intensive) factor is defined by the
effectiveness of the feedback and corrective mechanisms (Mebratu, 2000).
An increasing weakness in the feedback and corrective mechanism indi-
cates an increasing mismatch between or within the extensive and inten-
sive factors. On the basis of the preceding discussion, sustainable
development can be defined as

a societal process of maintaining an optimum interaction
between the entity and significance factors of a given society
with an objective of providing productive engagement for its
members and ensuring the evolutionary succession of the soci-
ety. (Mebratu, 2000)

In parallel with the three-systems scenarios of sustainability discussed
earlier and based on the concept of sustainable development presented
in this section, one can identify the following three prevailing global
scenarios (Mebratu, 2000).

� Scenario one: The increasing mismatch between the intensive factors
has become more evident between the rate of technological inno-
vation and diffusion and the corresponding changes in institutional
structures and norms. More specifically, the advance that has been
made in the areas such as information technology and biotechnology
in recent years is causing a major shakeup in the domain of insti-
tutional structures and norms at the global level by fundamentally
influencing the societal ability to process and transform information.
The ongoing controversy on the corporate desire to patent geneti-
cally modified organisms can be cited as a case of mismatch of all



Systems Concept of Sustainability and Sustainable Development � 109

three elements of the significance factor. The technology transfer
and diffusion process in the South is also influenced by the gap
between technological innovation and diffusion factors and institu-
tional structures and norms. In this context, reorienting the techno-
logical innovation and diffusion processes with the necessary
changes in institutional structures and norms is one of the key steps
for promoting sustainable development at the global level.

� Scenario two: The liberalization trend, which is mainly driven by
the goal of maximization of profit as its principal goal, is intensi-
fying the mismatch between the intensive and extensive factors of
societies at different levels. This is manifesting itself in a wide
range of crises, including increasing unemployment due to corpo-
rate down-sizing and shrinking national economies due to contin-
uous marginalization of economies of the developing world. The
creation of global alliances through strategic integration is costing
thousands of jobs, especially in the industrialized countries. The
increasing power of the World Trade Organization in the name of
trade liberalization is affecting the lives of millions throughout the
world, and more significantly, farmers in the developing world.
These aspects are very critical, especially for the situation in devel-
oping countries. In this context, there is a strong need to overcome
some of the major global constraints that are currently in place, in
terms of international trade, in order to make progress toward
global sustainability.

� Scenario three: There is strong evidence indicating that we are
moving toward a mismatch of the extensive factors of our society.
The mismatch between ecological space and demography has
already started to become a global threat because increasing seg-
ments of the global population live in areas already declared to
be ecologically deficit areas. The effect of this mismatch manifests
itself in global environmental challenges such as global warming
and desertification, to mention two. Furthermore, the mismatch
within the intensive factors is being further aggravated by the
mismatch between the intensive and extensive factors and within
the extensive factors. Thus, the sustainable development agenda
should address all three levels of mismatch, within both the global
and local contexts.

While the promotion of sustainable development may take different
forms depending on the kind of the social system, the fulfilment of the
following conditions is a fundamental requirement for achieving sustain-
able development by any society (Mebratu, 2000):
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� Reducing the mismatch between the major factors of significance
by avoiding any significant feedback lag within the social system

� Resolving the mismatch between the entity and significance factors
of the system

� Avoiding any mismatch within the entity (extensive) factors of the
social system

Conclusion
In general, it is important to note that humans have no single instinctively
prescribed mode of life, but a range of variable “material cultures.” The
socioecological consequences and conditions of human–environmental
interactions are a function of each specific mode of social life as defined
by the interaction between the entity and significance factors (Mebratu,
2000).

Thus, as stated by Redclift and Woodgate (1994), it is entirely feasible
that there may be numerous possible, but qualitatively distinct, directions
for future sustainable development. Each will have to observe the bound-
ary conditions that are defined by the entity factors, but there is no
necessity that society will require a return to rustic simplicity, material
deprivation, or narrow-minded localism.

Finally, the history of science shows that new ways of scientific thinking
are related to the development of new paradigms. The discussion pre-
sented in this chapter introduces a new dimension of scientific thinking
in the sustainability debate by using the general systems, general evolu-
tionary, and information theories as the bases. As pointed out by Thomas
S. Kuhn (1962), “To be accepted as a paradigm, a theory must seem better
than its competitors, but it needs not and in fact never does, explain all
the facts with which it can be confronted.” It is believed that the conceptual
framework presented in this chapter could be further developed and lead
to better understanding of sustainability and sustainable development.

Notes
1. DNA is that part of the cell where all genetic information of a living

organism is stored.
2. According to this model, one does not need to develop a complicated

mathematical model or plead for ethics to show the danger of casual
tempering with nuclear technology and genetic engineering.
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First Two Decades of the Global Environmental 
Movement
The month of June (5–16) in 1972 saw a gathering of many world leaders
in Stockholm to discuss the environmental issues in a systematic and
comprehensive manner. Until that time, the planet Earth was treated as
an unchanging backdrop to all kinds of human unrestricted activities. The
Stockholm Conference raised several questions such as the following: Is
global pollution a problem of poverty or a cause of affluence? What is
the share of responsibility by the wealthy North in degrading the envi-
ronment? Can there be international responses to environmental problems
that can impel nation-states to abide by international agreements and
conventions? In addition to these questions, there was a clear divide
between the poor South and the rich North. Perhaps it is better to trace
the background of these questions raised at the Stockholm Conference.

While preparations were being made for the first United Nations (UN)
conference on the environment, a most heated debate in the history of
environmental concern was occasioned by the publication in 1972 of the
book The Limits to Growth. The Club of Rome, founded in 1968, sponsored
this study, which sold 4 million copies within 4 years. The club commis-
sioned the Massachusetts Institute of Technology to use systems dynamics.
Using systems modeling as a technique, the report argued effectively that
there was an urgent need to control the present growth trends in world
population, industrialization and pollution, food production, and resource
depletion if we wish to save our Earth from a planetary-proportion disaster
(Meadows et al., 1972).

Thus, the UN conference started on the note of an apocalyptic horizon
when on June 5, 1972, after 2 years of preparatory work, it began an
international discourse at the Royal Opera House in Stockholm, Sweden.
The conference was divided into two blocs: the industrialized nations and
the poor countries. The latter were led by India, Philippines, Kenya, and
China. The inaugural speech by the prime minister of Sweden set the
tone of the conference with the statement of fact that each individual in
the industrialized countries draws, on the average, 30 times more heavily
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on the limited resources of the Earth than his fellow man in the developing
countries (Caldwell, 1984, p. 50).

The conference produced the four major cornerstones of the first
international framework for addressing environmental issues: (1) the Stock-
holm Declaration, consisting of 26 principles; (2) the Action Plan for the
Human Environment, with three specific components: an environmental
assessment program, environmental management activities, and supporting
measures; (3) a plan to establish the United Nations Environment Pro-
gramme; and (4) a voluntary Environment Fund. The main achievement
of the Stockholm Conference was heightening worldwide awareness of
pollution problems. Until that time, the pollution problem was seen as a
by-product of industrialization. But it took the courage and leadership of
Indira Gandhi, the prime minister of India, to widen the concept with her
allusion to the “pollution of poverty.” She was the only head of government
aside from the prime minister of the host nation Sweden to attend the
conference. She declared: “We do not wish to impoverish the environment
any further and yet we cannot for a moment forget the grim poverty of
large numbers of people. Are not poverty and need the greatest polluters?”
(Gandhi, 1972, p. 2). For her, India’s environmental plight “compounded
to seemingly unmanageable proportions by poverty, squalor and igno-
rance, shows why environmental problems must be treated as an integral
part of the development strategy in this case, tackling poverty, unemploy-
ment, disease and ignorance simultaneously” (India, 1972).

Other developing nations joined India in emphasizing that poverty was
the worst form of pollution. For example, from India’s viewpoint, just as
the pollution of air and water, accumulation of wastes, urban blight, loss
of wildlife, and dereliction of land and forests were examples of environ-
mental degradation in the industrialized nations, so were the various
companions of poverty such as disease, malnutrition, hunger, and squalor
in the developing nations. To India and a host of poor nations, a sustain-
able “environment” was a society in which people would not go hungry,
water would be easily accessible and free from disease-carrying germs,
sanitary conditions would be at acceptable levels, and the basic needs of
the populace would be fulfilled, without despoiling nature of its beauty
and of the freshness and purity so essential to all human beings (Dwivedi,
1997, p. 52).

The ideological differences between the poor and wealthy nations
were not removed, but “ameliorative and evasive strategies adopted by
the developed nations postponed the day of actual confrontation” (Cald-
well, 1984, p. 51). The following were the conference outputs: (1) The
Declaration on the Human Environment with 26 principles, (2) Recom-
mendations for Action (109 in number), and (3) Other Resolutions, such
as celebrating the World Environment Day on June 5 every year, convening
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a second UN Conference on Human Environment, and condemning
nuclear tests carried out in the atmosphere. But the main achievement of
the Stockholm Conference was the legitimization of environmental issues
as an object of national and international policy. It impelled the national
governments to start creating administrative mechanisms for environmental
protection.

Along with many industrialized nations, developing countries such as
India, Philippines, and Indonesia established ministries of environment.
For example, India, after establishing a mechanism at the federal level to
examine and provide policy guidelines on controlling pollution, amended
its 1976 constitution to obligate government “to protect and improve the
environment and to safeguard the forests and wildlife of the country”
(Dwivedi, 1997, p. 61). A major victory for the poor nations was Recom-
mendation 109, which stated that “it should further be ensured the pre-
occupation of developed countries with their own environmental problems
should not affect the flow of assistance to developing countries and that
this flow should be adequate to meet the additional environmental require-
ments of such countries” (quoted from Ontario, Canada, 1974, p. 132).
On December 15, 1972, the UN General Assembly adopted the various
recommendations from the Stockholm Conference and established a new
international environmental monitoring agency, the UN Environment Pro-
gramme (UNEP), with its head office in Nairobi, Kenya.

The Stockholm Conference started a new wave of environmentally
conscious international conventions and treaties such as Prevention of
Pollution from Ships (MARPOL) signed in London on November 2, 1973,
and Convention on the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources,
Canberra, May 20, 1980. In 1980, the UN General Assembly decided to
celebrate the tenth anniversary of the Stockholm Conference in May 1982.
The conference agreed that national governments have been slow in
implementing full measures for environmental protection, as there is a
mixed record of achievement. Nevertheless, it was thought that by the
next environmental decade (that is by 1992), there ought to be overall
good progress.

Thus, a foundation was laid for a next UN conference to be held in
1992. There is no doubt that the world gathering in Sweden three decades
ago was a watershed. The conference inspired nations and green activists
everywhere. It also led to the establishment of environment ministries,
departments, and agencies worldwide. It put the environment on the
international agenda. Finally, the event also led to the creation of the
World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), also called
the Brundtland Commission, which reported in 1987 and internationalized
the term sustainable development.
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The 1992 Earth Summit in Rio
It was exactly 20 years later, in 1992, when the international community
gathered for Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. The Rio Summit,
formally known as the United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development (UNCED) and popularly dubbed Earth Summit, was the
second UN conference on the environment. On the surface, the progress
from the first gathering to the second gathering was remarkable. In
comparison to the Stockholm Conference, where only two heads of state
were in attendance, 116 heads of state attended the Earth Summit. In
contrast to 134 nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in Stockholm,
members of 7,892 NGOs from 167 countries were present in Rio (Bryner,
1999, p. 157). Similarly, instead of a handful of journalists from the North
at the 1972 conference, 8,000 journalists coming from all over the world
covered the 1992 Earth Summit on a daily basis.

The format of the Earth Summit also exhibited inclusivity that was
absent in 1972. For instance, many NGOs and private organizations were
given seats at the table, and many more were able to influence the process
by a parallel venue offered by the Green Forum. Needless to say, any
recognition for the NGOs was nonexistent during the Stockholm Confer-
ence. The demographic distribution of participants at the two meetings is
equally revealing: Whereas only one tenth of the participants in 1972 were
from the South, one third of them represented the South in 1992. Without
a doubt, one can argue that by 1992, the environmental issue had come
of age and had taken the center place on the world stage.

The Earth Summit took place in a world that was significantly different
from the one that existed in 1972. During the 20 years, the Cold War had
ended, the Soviet Union that led the boycott of the Stockholm Conference
was no longer a player, the global market was emerging at a rapid speed,
scientific advances had brought nations together, the Internet had boosted
the power of epistemic communities, and many environmental disasters
had taken place outlining the futility of national borders in regard to
environmental problems (Khator, 1995). All of these changes had gener-
ated a new level of public awareness and urgency that, among other
factors, helped shape the scope of the Earth Summit and broadened its
appeal, visibility, and scope.

By 1992, with the conceptual breakthrough provided by the Brundtland
Commission, the summit demonstrated that environmental protection
could no longer be regarded as a luxury of the rich only. Rather, envi-
ronmental factors would have to be integrated with economic and social
issues, which then must become a central part of the policy-making
process in all countries. It was very clearly expressed by many who
attended the summit that the time had come for rich industrialized nations,
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which had benefited immensely from their wasteful ways of economic
progress, to help the developing world combat poverty so that these
poorer nations did not have to go through polluting the world in order
to achieve that kind of economic progress. To this end, the summit adopted
Agenda 21, a blueprint for sustainable development, with an agreed
common vision for growth, equity, and nature conservation for future
generations.

Agenda 21, despite its rhetorical significance, served one crucial func-
tion—for the first time, it formalized the expectation of a North–South
partnership (Rio Documents, 2002, p. 125). The 800-page document out-
lined commitments from nations to internalize environmental costs,
address poverty, change consumption patterns, include women and indig-
enous people in decision making, undertake environmental assessments,
build capacity in developing countries, strengthen scientific knowledge,
and bridge the data gap (UN Secretary General, 2001). The Earth Summit
also created a new agency, the UN Commission on Sustainable Develop-
ment, to collect data on environmental and development activities and to
monitor individual and collective progress of nations toward achieving
the goals set forth in Agenda 21.

Although significant positive changes occurred during the 20 years
from the Stockholm Conference to the Rio Earth Summit, many issues
remained unchanged. Exclusion of the South and its perspective, which
was questioned by Gandhi in 1972, remained a serious challenge during
and after the Earth Summit. Many nongovernmental and governmental
delegates left the summit viewing the glass as half empty rather than as
half full when the summit failed to deal with real issues. It was widely
believed that despite all the symbolic attention to the needs of the South,
the ultimate success of Agenda 21 depended on the willingness of the
North to provide funds and know-how to the South, but the structure to
produce such willing behavior could not be established.

Furthermore, despite all the efforts of international agencies to create
opportunities for the South, trade patterns continued to be skewed in
favor of the North, limiting the ability of the South to fund its own needs.
Consumption patterns also remained intact, leading the North to continue
on its destructive path and tempting the South to follow the same road.
The Earth Summit took baby steps toward building global cooperation,
but the feelings of tension and distrust between the North and the South
remained and were reflected even during the 1997 Kyoto Conference on
Global Climate Change (Conca and Dabelko, 1998).
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The 2002 World Summit in Johannesburg
By the year 2002, when another gathering of world leaders took place
on the general issue of the environment, a realization surfaced that the
three main pillars of sustaining the world—environmental protection,
social development (also called human development), and economic
prosperity—cannot be kept separate. Even economists started saying that
all five kinds of capital (natural, social, financial, human, and physical)
that shape human progress are interconnected. Another understanding
developed that the role of business and NGOs should not be viewed as
separate from the total process of governance; instead there should be a
partnership of governing institutions, business, and NGOs. Finally, an
awareness dawned on people that poverty and environmental quality are
interlinked, that the poor should not be blamed for degrading the envi-
ronment, and that they should not be on trial, as was the case at Rio
meeting (Verolme, 2002).

However, people all over the world had realized that the anticipated
progress has been much slower. Environmental destruction had not been
arrested and the state of the world’s environment remained very fragile.
Instead, high consumption and a materialistic pattern of societal behavior
kept on taxing the Earth’s natural life-support systems. It was also clear
that the wealthy nations, in particular, did not keep the promise they
made in Rio—either to protect their own environment or to help the
developing world defeat poverty.

The old situation continued when 20% of humanity kept on enjoying
privileges and prosperity undreamed by others; when the model of devel-
opment prescribed by the West and such international agencies as the
World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF), was unable to control
poverty and destitution; when the wasteful ways of the rich countries kept
on exacting a heavy toll on the planet and its resources; and when the
vast majority of human beings still lived in conditions of unbearable
deprivation and squalor (Ermen, 2002, p. 62). All these issues were
discussed during the UN-sponsored Millennium Summit in 2002, and it
was hoped that by the time nations assembled in South Africa, concrete
and practical steps would be agreed on to deal with the core relationship
between human society and the natural environment.

The Johannesburg Summit, called the World Summit on Sustainable
Development (WSSD), took upon itself to discuss five specific areas (UN,
2002b):
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1. Water and sanitation were the primary issue mainly because more
than 1 billion people do not have access to safe drinking water,
about 2 billion people do not have proper sanitation facilities, and
about 3 million people die each year of diseases caused by unsafe
water.

2. Energy is essential not only for living but also for development.
And yet 2 billion people do not have any access to a proper energy
source for their daily use. Is it not strange that 20% of the world
population uses more than 70% of the world energy produced?

3. Health is intimately linked with the environmental conditions. But
more than 1 billion people breathe unhealthy air, and as a conse-
quence, more than 3 million people die each year of air pollution.
Many tropical diseases are closely linked with polluted water
sources and poor sanitation.

4. Agricultural productivity: About two thirds of the world’s agricul-
tural land is degraded either because of overuse of pesticide,
overgrazing, desertification, or natural disasters. Unless the human
encroachment on forests, grasslands, and wetlands is reversed,
agricultural productivity will not be increased.

5. Biodiversity protection and ecosystem management are declining
at an unprecedented rate; half of the tropical rain forests and
mangroves are gone, 75% of marine fisheries stock is gone; mono-
culture and bioseeds are further affecting the biodiversity pool;
and each country is reporting the continuing decline of its bio-
diversity genetic pool. 

Thus, when the nations met in South Africa from August 26 to Sep-
tember 4, 2002, there were doubts whether expectations since the Rio
Summit of 1992 would be met. In the end, the WSSD was able to negotiate
and adopt two main documents: (1) The Plan of Implementation and (2)
the Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable Development.

The Plan of Implementation has identified the following issues needing
immediate world attention: poverty eradication, changing unsustainable
patterns of consumption and production, protecting and managing the
natural resource base of economic and social development, globalization
and sustainable development, health and sustainable development, small
island states and their sustainable development, sustainable development
for Africa; regional initiatives for Latin America, Asia, and Pacific, Western
Asia, and Europe; and an institutional framework and means of imple-
mentation. Finally, the Johannesburg Declaration issued at the end of the
summit (1) outlines the progress made from the UNCED (Brundtland
Commission report in 1987) to the WSSD in 2002, (2) highlights challenges
and expresses a commitment to sustainable development, (3) underscores
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the importance of multilateralism, and (4) emphasizes the need for speedy
implementation (UN, 2002a, 2002c).

Verdict on WSSD

Although it is really too soon to pass any verdict on the summit, it can
be said that the WSSD was a missed opportunity. Of course, there were
some modest gains such as that the NGOs could participate fully, unlike
in 1992, and that some countries tried very hard to rope in all big players
to agree on the plan of action for poverty removal and substantial financial
help to debt-ridden nations. Nevertheless, this summit could have been
a turning point because the global meeting could have responded seriously
to the injustice of the disparity between the rich, who have easy access
to resources, and what is left to the poor; it could have taken strong steps
to halt the continuing assault on the ecological well-being of Earth; and
it could have tried to do something concrete to help improve the lives
of the marginalized of the planet.

It was also clear that rich nations were not about to make commitments
that would undermine their position of privilege and respond with urgency
to global ecological threats. Similarly, the multinational corporations that
benefit most from the current economic model of governance would not
let their countries barter away their power and influence. However, it was
clear that everyone was talking about sustainable development, which
had become by this time a household term and a celebrated paradigm.

Sustainable Development
The term sustainable development was popularized by the work of the
World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), popularly
called the Brundtland Commission, in the mid-1980s, but its origins date
back to the 18th and 19th centuries when foresters in Europe used the
word sustainable to voice their concern about the clear-cutting methods
of logging (Dwivedi et al., 2001, p. 220). Because the forests were not
regenerating adequately, the foresters wanted to ensure that trees were
planted to replace the ones logged. Canada’s earliest documented com-
mitment to sustainability planning was the designation of Canada’s first
national park, Banff, in 1885 (Dwivedi et al., 2001, p. 220). Over time, a
number of actors have struggled for increased attention to the preservation
of nature as a moral and ethical imperative.

Environmental concerns gained international attention during the
Brundtland Commission. The commission brought more than a conserva-
tion or environmental preservation perspective to the table. Instead, it
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was concerned with merging environmental sustainability with social and
economic development, recognizing the nature of inequality and its rela-
tionship to resource availability. The Norwegian prime minister, Gro
Harlem Brundtland, chaired the Brundtland Commission. The secretary
general of the commission was a Canadian named Jim MacNeill. The
commission played an important role in shaping how the various nations
would develop and address environmental and economic policies.

From the Brundtland Commission emerged a document, Our Common
Future, in which sustainable development was defined as meeting the
needs of the people today without jeopardizing the needs of future
generations (WCED, 1987). The term sustainable development is premised
on a long-term view of development and of environmental integrity.

The WCED stressed the active participation of various actors (i.e.,
governments, NGOs, and community members) to ensure sustainable
development but paid specific attention to the need for economically
viable solutions and management of natural resources in environmentally
sound ways. Sustainable development, as an increasingly popular concept,
offers a framework for the integration of environmental policies and
development strategies. The increasing importance attached to environ-
mental sustainability and social and economic development, as noted by
the Brundtland Commission, solidified sustainable development as a guid-
ing principle.

The Brundtland Commission Report, released in 1987, helped pave the
way toward the important United Nations Conference on Environment
and Development (UNCED). The commission defined sustainable devel-
opment as “development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”
(WCED, 1987, p. 43). Naturally, this is an imprecise statement that raises
more questions than it answers. Whose needs are being met? What are
the limitations imposed by technology—or by our awareness of the
possible harmful effects of technology—when we go about meeting these
needs? Will future generations even perceive needs as we do presently?
A great deal of controversy has surfaced regarding the true meaning, if a
universal one can be found, of this term.

To critics, the term sustainable development means nothing more than
“business as usual,” and the third point, with its redistributive connotations,
was never a serious promise in the first place. Critics point to the prolif-
eration of the use of the term sustainable development (SD) among indus-
trial lobbyists and strategists, the international community’s wide usage of
the term in various proclamations that fail to force states to actually change
policies, and its adoption by multilateral lending institutions, such as the
World Bank, that have checkered histories in the areas of environmental
impact assessment.
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Indeed, some critics argue that the term is in fact self-contradictory.
Can “development,” as we have come to know it, and which is primarily
based on overtaking nature, using it, and reconstructing it to serve our
ends (this is the utilitarian perspective on nature), really be sustainable
in the long term? Sharachchandra Lele argues sustainable development “is
being packaged as the inevitable outcome of objective scientific analysis,
virtually an historical necessity that does not contradict the deep-rooted
normative notion of development as economic growth. In other words,
SD is an attempt to have one’s cake and eat it too” (Lele, 1991, p. 619).
There is also a tendency to view the term as purposively misleading,
lulling citizens into the false belief that things are being done to benefit
the environment in the long term although, in fact, little is taking place.
In short, critics view the term as an erroneous label at best, and as a
purposefully misleading one at worst.

If we think seriously about the implications of SD, it is a fairly de-
manding concept. It demands restraint from current activities many value
as the producers of wealth, and for the sake largely not of people of
industrialized nations or others today, but of future generations whom we
will never personally know. This may be seen as a great sacrifice in a
consumer culture, especially among those without children (or plans to
have them). And, as Edith Brown Weiss argues, it also entails that we
accept the concept of group rights, as opposed to individual rights:
“Intergenerational planetary rights [are] group rights … in the sense that
individuals hold these rights as groups in relation to other genera-
tions—past, present and future” (Weiss, 1993, p. 344).

The problem, again, is that there is no universal perception of just
what the needs of these groups will be; or even, for that matter, what
type of environmental problems they will be facing even if we do very
little else to damage the current ecosystems that sustain us. Beyond this,
there are many fundamental disagreements about what types of activities
merit condemnation or approval.

During the 1992 UNCED, sustainable development was brought into
another forum of international planning and policy process. The UNCED,
or the Earth Summit, as it was commonly called, offered a venue for heads
of states, representatives from UN agencies, and NGOs to discuss and
debate the challenges of sustainable development. Following the Earth
Summit, the United Nations Commission for Sustainable Development
(CSD) was created in December 1992. The purposes of the commission
were to ensure effective follow-up of UNCED and to monitor and report
on implementation of the Earth Summit agreements.

The CSD has 53 members and operates as a functional commission of
the United Nations Economic and Social Council. Each year, the CSD holds
a meeting to address progress in meeting the agreements of Agenda 21,



124 � O. P. Dwivedi and Renu Khator

one of the documents that emerged out of the 1992 UNCED. Over 50
ministers and more than 1000 NGOs participated in the commission’s
work. As central to its mandate, the commission ensures that sustainable
development issues are visible and addressed within the UN system
(United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development, 1999).

However, the term sustainable development is not without its critics.
Disagreements over the meaning of the term continue today as the phase
is criticized for having a veneer of environmental respectability while
promoting continued unsustainable economic growth. Despite the dis-
agreements over the meanings and definitions, the concept has become
a central feature in many nations’ environmental policy planning. For
example, in the case of Canada, the federal government has decided to
integrate the concept of sustainable development into federal legislation
by amending the Auditor General Act, which established the commissioner
of the Environment and Sustainable Development (Environment Canada,
2000).

Sustainable Development: New Paradigm for Decision Making

Sustainable development is an important concept in environmental policy
making. However, the relevance of sustainable development as a “new
paradigm for decision making” and its potential to challenge “existing
decision-making practices” are thwarted by a diminishing supply of
resources required to translate policies into action. Essentially, sustainable
development is a “process” that implies change. Therefore, in order to
comprehend the true needs and objectives of an interdependent, envi-
ronmentally sound, sustainable future, we must be able to maintain
flexibility consistent with the dynamism found within the (re)conceptual-
ization of sustainable development.

The concept of sustainable development has fundamentally changed
the nature and scope of the debate about the environment and its
relationship to development (Dwivedi, 1997). In the past, whenever a
new situation emerged, it was added onto the concept of economic
development. The concept of sustainable development, however, has
superseded the entire notion of economic development; as a result, the
pursuit of economic growth can no longer be our core value. Rather, it
is now part of a larger picture, and our central concern must be to integrate
economic and environmental concerns in a viable development strategy.
The World Commission on Environment and Development has stated: “We
have in the past been concerned about the impacts of economic growth
upon the environment. We are now forced to concern ourselves with the
impacts of ecological stress º upon our economic prospects” (WCED,
1987, p. 5).
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In essence, sustainable development, as a general principle, must
ensure that it be the duty of all peoples and their governments to protect,
conserve, preserve, and pass on to future generations nature’s heritage
and the legacy of human civilization, while preventing all deliberate
measures and acts (of individuals and states) that might harm or threaten
that heritage. This concept, linking development and environment, envi-
sions a policy based on government recognition that long-term economic
growth is possible only if a nation sustains its natural environment and
cultural heritage, adopts an integrated approach to sustainable develop-
ment, and recognizes the interconnectedness of scientific, technological,
social, cultural, and economic dimensions.

Furthermore, the concept requires that the country maintain a balance
of its human resources, cultural property, and its natural heritage, so that
its people may live in ecological harmony. These perspectives require a
better, more comprehensive definition of the concept:

Sustainable development obliges humanity to use, develop,
manage, and care for the environment and planetary resources
in a manner that supports the stewardship of all creation (includ-
ing all natural resources, and the welfare of all living beings),
and the continuity of cultural and spiritual heritage of each
community, as well as the maintenance of harmony between
people and nature for present and future generations. (Dwivedi,
1997, p. 28) 

It does not matter how complex or simple a definition is so long as
it conveys the meaning it is supposed to claim. In the case of sustainable
development, it not only presents a new paradigm for decision making
in all sectors of society and at all levels from the global to the local, it
also “challenges existing decision making practices insofar as it demands
both the integration of economic, environmental, and social consider-
ations; and attention to the long run consequences for future generations
of present-day decisions and policies” (Bell, 2000, p. 1).

Furthermore, the sustainable development concept implies a fusion of
two imperatives: the right to develop (economically, socially, politically,
and culturally) and the need to sustain the environment. In other words,
all future development must be achieved in a sustainable and equitable
manner. Thus, the concept denotes a balance between sustainability and
equitability: Sustainability brings environmental concepts into the devel-
opment process, and equitability injects developmental matters into
national and international environmental protection efforts (IUCN, 1995,
p. 42). The concept also implies intragenerational equity between rich
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and poor, taking the needs of all people into account, especially through
the transfer of resources to poor communities and regions.

At the global level, however, we must consider how these needs can
be taken into account, given that some continue to overconsume natural
resources in order to maintain their version of quality of life, while the
majority of the world’s population continues its onslaught on natural
resources in response to hunger and poverty. Unless we unite these two
approaches and operationalize them through our governing institutions
and through personal commitment, our present crises will persist, and
human development, about which we all worry, will be difficult to sustain.

Sustainable Development: The Next Challenge

Progress in human development has been extraordinary during the past
50 years because, on average, people in developing nations are healthier,
wealthier, better fed, and more literate. And this has all happened during
our lifetime. Life expectancy has risen, great advances have been made
in primary education, and food sufficiency has been achieved in several
countries. Nevertheless, wide disparities are also evident. For example,
the amount spent by Europeans on mineral water in 1 year is enough to
provide primary education in developing countries for the next 10 years
because there are still 1 billion people who cannot read and write, and
among them two thirds are women; or when we talk about wealth, we
should note that the income gap between the top 20% nations and the
bottom 20% poorer nations rose from a proportion of 30:1 in 1960 to 78:1
in 1994. Thus, human development has not kept an even pace.

Amartya Sen considers human development as a process of expanding
the real freedom that people enjoy; and a process that enhances people’s
choices and thus raises their level of well-being (Sen, 1999, p. 36). From
this perspective, substantive freedom includes the capacity to avoid dep-
rivations such as starvation, undernourishment, or premature mortality. It
also includes acquiring basic education and skills to be gainfully employed,
as well as the freedom to participate in political, economic, and social
systems. It means building up capacity for people to make decisions.

At the same time, it must be noted that human development and
economic growth are mutually reinforcing, because for the development
to be sustainable, both should accelerate in tandem. This requires (1)
receiving the basic services (such as education, primary health care,
adequate supply of food, clean water, and sanitation); (2) participating in
the implementation as well as design of developmental programs created
in their name and for them if the resources are to benefit the most needy
(especially women and other marginalized persons); (3) recognizing the
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need for greater cooperation of all sectors of human development including
spiritual well-being; (4) being proactive in the global economy because
globalization disproportionately favors those who have expertise, power,
and the capacity to compete in the global market (Kagia, 2002).

Action Agenda for Sustainable Development

The following strategies are offered as closing reflections on the sustainable
development paradigm.

Encourage the Evolution of the Sustainable Development 
Paradigm from Its Existing Latent Policy State

The concept of sustainable development is yet to emerge from its con-
tinuing status as a latent policy paradigm because a fully developed policy
paradigm provides a series of principles or assumptions that guide future
actions and suggest a framework of achieving results. Despite its two-
decades-long existence, sustainable development remains a latent para-
digm because “it does not yet have the coherence of earlier paradigms
such as Keynesian economics or the liberal economic-growth paradigm”
(Doern and Conway, 1994, p. 235). Nevertheless, the concept is bound
to persist because of the following reasons:

� Its meaning is vague enough to attract all kinds of ideologies and
thought processes such as traditional conservation movements,
green parties, environmental nongovernmental organizations
(ENGOs), religious organizations and faith groups, industrial and
commercial interests, and labor movements: nearly everyone.

� It has acquired international legitimacy among scientists, resource
economists, public choice theorists, and scholars around the globe,
as such the concept appears to have attained universal validity.

� It has been used as the fundamental idea not only by the Brundt-
land Commission and IUCN, but also by all international develop-
ment aid agencies such as the World Bank, the United Nations,
and the International Monetary Fund.

� It has a mass following among poor and wealthy people, who see
in it their hopes and dreams.

� It conjures a relationship between North and South by including
factors such as equity, needs, and responsibility for universal care
and Sarvodaya — social and spiritual upliftment of all together
(Dwivedi, 1990, p. 210). 
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Establish an Explicit Framework of Individual and Collective 
Duties and Responsibilities

Environmental protection can take many forms. Individuals make countless
decisions over the course of their lives, and when taken in the aggregate,
clearly these decisions have a great impact on environmental health. Along
the same line, as time passes and more and more people become aware
of the importance of their actions, they take adaptive measures. For
example, the Canadian recycling programs are a success in some regions
precisely because people have decided to use them, sorting their garbage
and refraining from disposing of newspapers and other easily recyclable
products.

Thus, we have to keep this individual responsibility in mind when
discussing sustainable development, and challenge ourselves further to
find new solutions beyond recycling. This quite likely involves a new set
of values concerning consumer behavior and the reduction of consumer
goods. Further, the leaders of the private sector make decisions that
influence the level of pollution that is released in the atmosphere and
into rivers and other “sinks.” These decisions are often prompted by
government regulations, but they can be made at the level of individual
initiative also. In short, it is important to realize that individual responsi-
bility is vital to both sustainable development and the pursuit of human
security.

Have Each Country Develop a Governmentwide Sustainable 
Development Strategy

Because of the multidisciplinary nature of sustainable development and
environmental issues, the responsibility for environmental protection can-
not be left to only one government department; all departments must
coordinate their activities within a central framework. An integrated strat-
egy for sustainable development and environmental protection (SDEP)
should be adopted and secured by governmentwide enforcement. The
integration of SDEP considerations requires both vertical and horizontal
linkages. Vertical linkage means that the country has an integrated SDEP
mechanism, which involves federal, state, and local governments united
by common themes—ecosystem protection, pollution control, health,
equity, respect for nature, concern for the needs of future generations,
natural resources, historical and cultural properties, and so on. Such an
integrated, sustainable development system, providing for full account-
ability for the allocation and expenditure of resources, may not be easy
to operationalize. Instead, it may be desirable, therefore, first to institute
a well-functioning, horizontal coordinating mechanism within the central
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government, and only then to attempt to develop an integrated approach.
Such an approach, especially for developing nations, requires (1) an
appointment of an interministerial committee for sustainable development
and environmental protection, (2) a dependable monitoring mechanism,
and (3) an establishment of a central office to oversee the overall operation
of the strategy. Such a central office could be called a commission of the
environment and sustainable development. Such an approach may assure
the interconnection and coordination of various policy fields currently
managed by different ministries and avoid the compartmentalized approach
to sustainable development and environmental protection and conservation
that results in fragmented decision making. That kind of framework might
create an environment that does the following:

� Ensures early and effective consultation in the entire area of
sustainable development and environmental protection

� Assures a full and open sharing of information among ministries,
departments, and public sector undertakings on all matters relating
to sustainable development and the environment (SDE)

� Advises government and parliament on matters relating to SDE in
order to prevent duplication and to ensure proper enforcement

� Minimizes conflict among ministries, departments, and other agen-
cies on activities that involve SDE

� Maximizes cooperation with state governments and, through them,
with local governments 

Establish an Integrative Approach Eliciting Support 
from all Stakeholders

For these two approaches to work effectively, it is important to appreciate
the role of a nation’s cultural and spiritual heritage, which entreats people
to live in harmony with nature. The authors believe that by bringing
religious, cultural, traditional, and secular domains together we can wage
a successful fight to protect the environment. Furthermore, only by enlist-
ing the assistance of all societal forces will we be able to work together
for sustainable development.

Understand the Impact of Globalization on Sustaining Our 
Global Village

Of course, globalization offers great opportunities, but at the same time,
we should know about its negative, disruptive, and marginalizing effects.
Globalization appears to have divided the worlds between the connected,
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which have a monopoly on almost about everything, and the majority on
the fringes, who are isolated and have practically nothing (Dwivedi, 2003).
It seems that globalization has created an international order in which a
group of privileged people control all political and economic powers,
while the rest continue to be poor and marginalized (Dwivedi, 2003).
Would it not be fair and just if the global actors of international develop-
ment aid show sensitivity, vision, and the right kind of leadership? Perhaps
globalization ought to become a process whereby all the citizens of this
global village feel that they are equal in sharing together the prosperity,
natural resources, as well as liabilities confronting every one of them.
Without this collaborative and cooperative partnership between the North
and South, would the 21st century be any different from what we have
already gone through?

Protect Both the Human-Created and Nature-Gifted Biosphere 
Diversity

Globalization, as noted, is creating a trend toward the homogenization of
many activities, such as management of business (including interfering
with the management of state machinery), trade and commerce, education
and research, communications, and technology transfer. But this trend,
which is bringing, on the one hand, uniformity of context, perspective,
and style of doing things, is, on the other hand, happening at the expense
of the world’s diversity of not only thought and action but also variety of
species, grain stock, and the universe. It seems that this trend of mono-
culture of thought and action may also weaken those nations that are
commercially less powerful. As more and more genetically modified
organisms (GMOs), biotechnology, and biogenetics are being pushed by
the multinational corporations of the West onto the developing nations,
the indigenous variety and diversity are going to lose out. Sustainable
development means protecting the world’s creative and indigenous variety
and diversity by developing socially just and ecologically sustainable
means for the conservation and use of biodiversity through imaginative
environmental governance (UNESCO, 2002).

Immediately Recognize the Southern Input

There is no doubt that scholars in the North have dominated the environ-
mental thinking, but such conceptual linkages have been developed with-
out sufficient foundation in Southern realities, sufficient consultation with
Southern intellectuals and researchers, and integration of developing coun-
try perspectives (Dwivedi and Nef, 2004, p. 84). Consequently, Northern
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research and policy recommendations on environmental security and
sustainable development issues are generally skewed without encompass-
ing the full range of global questions (Dwivedi and Nef, 2004). It is not
that Northern academic and policy-making institutions are unaware of
Southern problems, but “they have failed to produce a working strategy
to prevent conflict related to environmental stress” (Mendez, 2002, p. 9).
Sometimes developing countries have also banded together to present a
common front at international forums against the North-led environmental
issues. Nevertheless, without developing a global agenda that is driven
by a Southern perspective and without including Southern input, any
international effort is doomed.

Enhance Global Sustainability

The Johannesburg Summit was to build a new ethic of global sustainability,
a new common plan of action, and to agree on developing a greater
sense of mutual care and responsibility. Instead, much has been left to
regional cooperation and national action. It is here where the North and
South will have to sit down together and formulate a global strategy for
sustainable living.

Lessons that we ought to learn from the Rio and Johannesburg meetings
are to implement what was promised during the Rio and Johannesburg
meetings before making further pledges; and that these promises (includ-
ing treaties, conventions, or agreements) require financial commitments.
And most important, the United States ought to set an example rather
than continuing its disappointing record of not ratifying various environ-
mental treaties and conventions.

For sustaining our world and for the well-being of all, it is imperative
that first poverty is eliminated, the economic status of women is improved,
and children are educated, because in the final analysis, peace on Earth
and sustainable development for all will be possible only when a global
integrated agenda operationalizes the listed goals. This is the hope and
vision of sustainable development for and during the 21st century. We
would like to conclude by referring to the groundbreaking Brundtland
Commission Report, written in 1987, which shed a new light on the
concept of development as one of sharing, caring, protecting, and
conserving:

The Earth is one but the world is not. We all depend on one
biosphere for sustaining our lives. Yet each community, each
country strives for survival and prosperity with little regard for
its impact on others. (WCED, 1987, p. 27)
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Introduction
The popularization of the sustainable development phenomenon raised a
growing dissatisfaction over what is known about the underlying premises
of development. In fact, several scholars labeled such knowledge as
practically irrelevant, conceptually Eurocentric, theoretically impoverished,
ideologically prejudiced, paradigmatically bankrupt, philosophically paro-
chial, and narrowly focused—lacking multidisciplinary perpsectives
(Braun, 1990, p. 55; Edwards, 1989, p. 121; Goulet, 1983, p. 610; Haque,
1999a, p. 5; Leys, 1996, p. 7; Mathur, 1989, p. 470; Mudacumura, 2002,
p. 39; Palmer, 1978, p. 95; Pieterse, 1991; Preston, 1985, p. 4; Wiarda,
1981, p. 191).

Haque (1999), moreover, argued that the increasing global concern for
rethinking development and reexamining the traditional mode, based on
the logic of industrialism, reinforced the focus on the question of sustain-
ability, and the global crisis that resulted from widespread industrialization
shifted thinking toward sustainable development (Daly, 1991; Reid, 1995).
Similarly, a special session of the United Nations (UN) General Assembly
concluded that the “overall trends for sustainable development are worse
today than they were in 1992” (UN, 1997, para. 4). Those closely connected
to the global financial institutions acknowledge that macroeconomic policy
and international free trade alone are not improving development pros-
pects for the world’s poor, and that chronic impoverishment and environ-
mental degradation reinforce each other to create increasingly unstable
social and ecological systems (Camdessus, 2000; Sachs, 1999).

Recently, several influential development stakeholders have sympa-
thized with the need to change established structures while revisiting the
development models. World Bank (WB) president Wolfensohn (1999)
called for an “integration of effort” and expanded partnerships among
groups (aid agencies, other financial donors, the private sector and non-
governmental organizations), as well as a sharing of knowledge, in order
to produce a new integrated plan for development.

Along the same line, Camdessus, the former director general of the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), recognized the failure of macroeco-
nomics to solve systemic poverty and the need to advance well beyond
debt forgiveness to empower underdeveloped economies. Recommenda-
tions for alleviating poverty include new institutional alliances, new invest-
ment in breaking the poverty cycle, and equity in the distribution of
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intellectual property and the patenting of knowledge, which has the central
role in determining prosperity (Sachs, 1999).

This chapter will briefly allude to the previous models of development,
which failed to devote serious attention to the phenomenon of sustain-
ability. The author further presents his general theory of sustainability,
which attempts to bridge the economic, social, cultural, political, and,
ecological dimensions of development in order to achieve a multidisci-
plinary understanding.

Historical Background of Sustainability
To appreciate fully the variety, complexity, and pervasiveness of devel-
opment problems, Meier (1995) reminded us to be aware of their historical
perspectives since this was one of the best safeguards against taking a
superficial view of development problems. In addition, the proposition
that particular human practices would prove unsustainable surfaced in
literature going back to the ancient Greeks, in the last 200 years (Malthus,
1820); and particularly in the period since World War II (Brown, 1954;
Carson, 1962; Meadows et al., 1972).

Recently, sustainability became a catchword capturing the attention
not only of environmental scientists and activists but also of some main-
stream economists, social scientists, and policy makers (Holdren et al.,
1995). This phenomenon gained greater attention during the United
Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio
de Janeiro (1992), where world leaders demonstrated that no one group
of nations could continue progressing while the majority of its people
remained hungry and poor (Dwivedi, 1994). Among the three landmark
documents adopted during the 12-day conference were the Rio Declara-
tion, which called for eradication of poverty worldwide; Agenda 21, which
spelled out over 120 initiatives to be put into action between 1992 and
the year 2000; and the Statement of Principles on Forests. The Preamble
of Agenda 21:1.1 of the Rio Declaration began on a foreboding, but
optimistic note:

Humanity stands at a defining moment in its history. We are
confronted with a perpetuation of disparities between and
within nations, a worsening of poverty, hunger, ill health and
illiteracy, and the continuing deterioration of the ecosystems
on which we depend for our well-being. However, integration
of environment and development concerns, and a greater atten-
tion to them will lead to the fulfillment of basic needs, improved
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living standards for all, better protected and managed ecosys-
tems and a safer, more prosperous future. No nation can achieve
this on its own; but together we can—in a global partnership
for sustainable development.

Income disparity between the “haves” and the “have-nots” was dem-
onstrated clearly from the United Nations Development Programme’s
(UNDP) statistics on global distribution of income. The statistics showed
that the richest 20% of the world’s population received 82.7% of the total
world income, while the poorest 20% got only 1.4% (UNDP, 1992).

Recent statistics highlight that the world has deep poverty amid plenty.
Of the world’s 6 billion people, 2.8 billion—almost half—live on less than
$2 a day, and 1.2 billion—a fifth—survive on less than $1 a day (World
Development Report, 2000/01). According to the final report of the World
Commission on the Social Dimension of Globalization, released in Feb-
ruary 2004, the income gap between the richest and poorest countries is
widening significantly, rising from US$212 versus US$11,417, respectively,
in 1960–1962 to US$267 versus US$32,339 in 2000–2002. Specifically, most
of the countries of the world that were poorer in 2000 than in 1990 are
in Sub-Saharan Africa, according to the United Nations Development
Programme’s Human Development Report 2003. Ultimately, these statistics
revealed that global economic growth had hardly filtered down, and
optimism that so-called modern development would have floated a rising
tide of people on an upward spiral of wealth and prosperity was misplaced
(Pezzoli, 1997). Despite five decades of international development efforts,
the hard fact remains that one in five living on this planet—or over 1
billion persons—is existing in conditions of “absolute poverty” and is thus
unable to feed, clothe, and house himself or herself in a manner that can
sustain health and human dignity.

The Rio Conference further stressed that human beings, in their quest
for economic development and enjoyment of the riches of nature, had to
come to terms with the reality of resource limitation and the carrying
capacities of ecosystems and had to take account of the needs of future
generations (International Union for the Conservation of the Nature [IUCN]
1980). This international concern for stewardship fit with Ruskin’s (1849)
insight and reminded us that God has lent us the Earth for the span of
our lives, that the Earth belongs as much to those who are to come after
us whose names are already written in the book of creation as to us.
Ruskin further warned that we have no right, by anything that we do or
neglect, to involve future generations in unnecessary penalties or deprive
them of benefits that are in our power to bequeath.

In light of the preceding and other development initiatives mostly
geared toward exploration of other development dimensions, the 1980s
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is considered a turning point that ushered in a new development era
(Daly, 1991; Haque, 1999; Leys, 1996). The international development
community recognized the negative impact of economic development
models on the environment, the increasing number of people living below
the poverty level, and the political crises resulting from unsustainable
development policies. As Norgaard (1994:1) maintained:

Development, with its unshakable commitment to the ideas of
progress, is rooted in modernism and has been betrayed by
each of its major tenets. Attempts to control nature have led to
the verge of environmental catastrophe. Western technologies
have proved inappropriate for the needs of the South, and
governments are unable to respond to the crises that have
resulted.

This new development era brought about different views of sustainable
development.

Diverse Views of Sustainability

Sustainable development is a very problematic phenomenon because its
language and definitions differ according to the ideological perspectives
of groups advocating sustainability (McManus, 1996). For instance, Di Castri
(1998) noted the excessive use and loose meaning of the term sustainable
development. Hundreds of definitions of this phenomenon have been
proposed, and they have quite different connotations. For example, sus-
tainable development has been variously conceived as vision expression
(Lee, 1993), value change (Clark, 1989; Farrell, 1999), moral development
(Rolston, 1994), social reorganization (Gore, 1992), and transformational
process (Viederman, 1994) toward a desired future or better world.

Nevertheless, sustainable development was defined most influentially
by the World Commission on Environment and Development (the Brundt-
land Commission) as “development that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations” (WCED, 1987, p.
8). The “needs” included food, water, shelter, education, health care, and
employment.

This seminal definition of sustainable development is translated usually
into the simultaneous satisfaction of three objectives: economic efficiency,
environmental protection, and social justice (Castri, 1995; Healey and
Shaw, 1993; Pearce et al., 1990; Sadler and Jacobs, 1989). As such,
sustainability depends on dynamic relationships between people in the
same society and from different societies, between people and their
technology and other species and their shared natural environment
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(Downs, 2000). From this perspective, the Brundtland Commission’s def-
inition shifted the focus from a monodimensional to multidimensional
view of development.

Although criticized, the Brundtland definition reiterated Ruskin’s (1849)
stewardship concerns, emphasizing the responsibilities of the current
generation to the future while admonishing the future to determine how
best to use its inheritance from the past (Howe, 1997). Similarly, Solow
(1992, p. 15) extended the Brundtland definition to highlight the duty
imposed by sustainability. This duty is not to bequeath to posterity any
particular thing but rather to endow posterity with whatever it needs to
achieve a standard of living at least as good as one’s own and to look
after the next generation similarly.

In addition, Pronk and Haq (1992) introduced the concept of fairness
in their conception of sustainable development by emphasizing the ratio-
nale for economic growth. Thus, sustainable development should provide
fairness and opportunity for the entire world’s people, not just the privi-
leged few, without further destroying the world’s finite natural resources
and carrying capacity.

Furthermore, elaborating along the lines of equity, Briassoulis (1999)
viewed sustainable development as a form of development that allows
the pursuit of well-being by present-living generations, while caring about
the legitimate right of future generations to develop their own welfare.
Thus, intra- and intergenerational justice in the distribution of the costs
and benefits of development should be a basic, albeit a most thorny,
aspect of sustainable development (Briassoulis, 1999).

Moreover, Liou (1999) expanded on the sustainable development phe-
nomenon by stressing a broader scope of total development, which
considers human resources development, the balance between environ-
mental protection and economic growth, the appreciation of cultural
differences, the cultivation of local administrative systems, and the impor-
tance of performance accountability. Similarly, the underpinnings of sus-
tainability are captured in Carley and Christie’s (1992, p. 48) definition of
sustainable development as a “continuing process of mediation among
social, economic and environmental needs which results in positive socio-
economic change that does not undermine the ecological and social
systems upon which communities and society are dependent."

In addition, sometimes sustainable development refers to a managerial
and operational process meant to improve patterns of stability and adapt-
ability of current development (Beckerman, 1994). More often, sustainable
development evokes an alternative, ideological model of development that
is opposite and inherently contradictory to present practices (Redclift, 1987).

Notwithstanding the extraordinary growth of the sustainability literature
in the past few years, much of the analysis and discussion of this
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phenomenon remained mired in terminological ambiguities as well as in
disagreements about facts and practical implications (Lele, 1991; Reid,
1995). Thus, Tolba (1984) lamented that sustainable development had
become an article of faith often used, but little explained. The U.S. National
Academy of Engineering further noted that sustainable development would
remain little more than a slogan unless disciplines interested in develop-
ment could provide operational concepts that improve the economy and
the environment (Warnick and Ausubel, 1997).

Moreover, other scholars have acknowledged the lack of a rigorous
theoretical framework. “The absence of a clear theoretical and analytical
framework makes it difficult to determine whether the new policies will
indeed foster an environmentally sound and socially meaningful form of
development,” Lele (1991, p. 608) asserted. Consequently, theorists and
practitioners have been grappling with the sustainability phenomenon for
at least the past two decades, and Jacobs (1993) believed that no one has
been able to fully explore this complex phenomenon.

Skolimowski (1995) thought that despite its ambiguity, the phenome-
non of sustainable development struck a middle ground between more
radical approaches; that is, the phenomenon turned out to be palatable
to everybody, but raised crucial issues when one recalls how earlier models
of development largely failed to meet the needs of the present in both
North and South over the past 50 years. (The terms North and South are
used, respectively, to refer to industrialized countries and countries with
little industrialization, commonly known as developing countries).

Finally, Sadler and Jacobs (1989) asserted that the sustainability of the
human enterprise, in its broadest sense, depends on technological, eco-
nomic, political, and cultural factors as well as on environmental ones.
Scholars and practitioners in the different relevant fields tended to see
different parts of the picture and think in terms of different time scales,
often using the same words to mean different things (Holdren et al., 1995).

Brief Review of Key Precursors of Sustainable Development

To understand sustainable development, it is useful to introduce briefly
some key economic development theories recognized as the precursors
of sustainability. For instance, Myrdal (1968) conceived economic devel-
opment as nothing less than the upward movement of the entire social
system, or the attainment of a number of ideals of modernization. More-
over, Black (1966) viewed the ideals of modernization as comprising
productivity, social and economic equalization, modern knowledge,
improved institutions and attitudes, and a rationally coordinated system
of policy measures that can remove undesirable conditions in social
systems that have perpetuated underdevelopment.
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With the preceding ideals in mind, different models intended to move
backward, underdeveloped nations to acceptable levels of economic
development were devised. The following discussion centers on six diverse
theories and models of economic development: (1) linear-stage theory,
(2) Harrod-Domar growth model, (3) structural-change models, (4) inter-
national-dependence models, (5) neoclassical counterrevolution model,
and (6) new growth theory.

Linear-Stage Theory

Theorists of the 1950s and early 1960s viewed the process of development
as a series of successive stages of economic growth. In fact, Rostow (1990)
described the transition from underdevelopment to development in terms
of a series of stages through which all countries must proceed. His rationale
was built on the idea of economic growth based on a dynamic theory of
production rooted in the flow of changing technologies and the history
of particular societies.

His analysis allowed him to generalize that economic development can
be characterized by five successive stages: traditional society, preconditions
for takeoff, takeoff, drive to maturity, and, the age of high mass consump-
tion. Rostow’s development stages also can be compared to Adam Smith’s
development sequences of hunting, pastoral, agricultural, commercial, and
manufacturing stages (Meier, 1995).

Rostow defined the traditional society as one whose structure is devel-
oped within limited production functions, based on pre-Newtonian science
and technology and on pre-Newtonian attitudes toward the physical world.
In this context, Newton was used as a turning point in history when
philosophers of science came to believe that the world was subject to a
few knowable laws and was systematically capable of productive manip-
ulation.

Building on that belief, Rostow conceived traditional societies in such
a way that increases in output were predictable. Since traditional societies
engaged mainly in farming operations, by expanding acreage, improving
irrigation systems, introducing new crops and improvising other technical
innovations, particularly in trade and industry, the productivity of farming
operations would increase.

A typical traditional society devoted a very high priority to clan con-
nections, which played a large role in social organization. In terms of
cultural values, traditional societies generally valued what might be called
a “long-run fatalism.” The latter consisted of the assumption that the range
of possibilities open to one’s grandchildren would be just about what it
had been for one’s grandparents. In other words, traditional societies had
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a clear concept of what current development scholars refer to as inter-
generational equity.

Thus, Rostow’s theory, according to Kuznets (1971), adopted a unidi-
rectional view of development in which a stage materializes, runs its
course, and never recurs. Kuznets viewed Rostow’s linear-stage theory as
a conception of long-term economic change that implies (1) distinct time
segments, characterized by different sources and patterns of economic
change; (2) a specific succession of these segments, so that b cannot occur
before a, or c before b; and (3) a common matrix, in that the successive
segments are stages in one broad process—usually one of development
and growth rather than of devolution and shrinkage (Kuznets, 1971).

The assumption that all economies tend to pass through the same
series of stages is one of the major critiques of the linear-stage theory.
According to Meier (1995), maintaining that every economy always follows
the same course of development, with a common past and the same
future, is to overschematize the complex forces of development and to
give the sequence of stages a generality that is unwarranted.

Harrod-Domar Growth Model

Todaro (1996) contended that the mobilization of domestic and foreign
savings in order to generate sufficient investment to accelerate economic
growth is the prerequisite for development takeoff. This Harrod-Domar
growth model consisted of an economic mechanism by which more
investment leads to more economic growth. The underlying assumption
is that additional investment would always increase the total level of
income, which would in turn lead to higher demand for consumer goods.
In this way, investment stimulates economic growth and increases national
wealth, which will, eventually, trickle down to the poor.

Both the linear-stage theory and the Harrod-Domar model emphasized
the concept of economic growth. As Todaro (1996) remarked, these
approaches implicitly assumed the existence of well-integrated commodity
and money markets, highly developed transport facilities, a well-trained
and educated workforce, the motivation to succeed, and an efficient
government bureaucracy to convert new capital effectively into higher
levels of output. The “unrealistic” nature of most of these assumptions
led to the development of the structural-change models.

Structural-Change Models

Todaro (1996) argued that the main hypothesis of the structural-change
models is that development is an identifiable process of growth and change
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whose main features are similar in all countries. Among other character-
istics, the structural-change models stressed the shift from agricultural to
industrial production, the steady accumulation of physical and human
capital, and the change in consumer demands from an emphasis on food
and basic necessities to desires for diverse manufactured goods and
services (Fei and Rannis, 1964). Furthermore, a country’s resource endow-
ment and its physical and population size and its access to external capital,
technology, and international trade are key constraints that must be
properly addressed (Chenery and Syrquin, 1975).

One of the most discussed structural-change models, which dominated
the literature of the development process during the 1960s and early 1970s,
was Lewis’s (1955) theory of two-sector surplus labor. Lewis’s model
focused on the mechanism by which underdeveloped economies trans-
form their domestic economic structures from having a heavy emphasis
on traditional subsistence agriculture to a more modern, urbanized, and
industrially diverse manufacturing and service economy (Fei and Rannis,
1964).

Lewis’s rationale was that the surplus of labor in the rural agricultural
sector could be absorbed gradually by a high-productivity, modern indus-
trial sector (Lewis, 1954). The Lewis model was used as the rationalization
for the growth of cities and urban industries as people migrated from
farms and small towns, as well as for the decline in family size and overall
population growth as children lost their economic value when parents
substituted child quality (education) for quantity (Todaro, 1996). A good
illustration of the impact of Lewis’s model is China’s current migration of
labor from its more prosperous coastal provinces to cities, which has made
it more difficult to double-crop land. In fact, many villages no longer have
enough able-bodied workers to make this quick transition—and the dou-
ble-cropped area is shrinking as a result (Brown, 2004).

In reaction, Third World and Western development scholars, dissatisfied
with Western growth development models, initiated research that led to
the international-dependence models, the focus of the next discussion.

International-Dependence Models

The proponents of international-dependence models argued that struc-
tural-change economists failed to identify the critical factors in a nation’s
development process and (more importantly) diverted attention from the
real factors in the global economy that maintained and perpetuated the
poverty of developing nations (Todaro, 1996). Moreover, this new school
of thought viewed underdeveloped countries as beset by institutional,
political, and economic rigidities, both domestic and international, while
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also being caught up in a dependence and dominance relationship with
rich countries (Todaro, 1996).

More specifically, Dos Santos (1969) conceived dependence as a con-
ditioning situation in which the economies of one group of countries are
linked to the development and expansion of others. This relationship of
interdependence between two or more economies, or between such
economies and the world trading system, turns into a dependency rela-
tionship when some countries can expand through “self-impulsion” while
others, being in a dependent position, can only expand as a “reflection”
of the expansion of the dominant countries; this situation may have
positive or negative effects on the dependent countries’ immediate devel-
opment (Dos Santos, 1976).

Along the same lines, Baran (1975) realized that whether rich nations
are intentionally exploitative or unintentionally neglectful, the coexistence
of rich and poor nations in an international system dominated by unequal
power relationships between the center (the developed countries) and
the periphery (the less developed countries) renders attempts by poor
nations to be self-reliant and independent difficult and sometimes even
impossible. Another major preoccupation is that within developing coun-
tries the small elite ruling class that enjoys high incomes, social status,
and political power perpetuates the system (knowingly or not) of ine-
quality through ill-conceived socioeconomic policies. In fact, Leys (1975)
and others documented that the Third World’s continuing and worsening
poverty was attributable to economic policies of the industrial capitalist
countries embraced by the small but powerful elite groups in the less
developed countries.

Generally, the advocates of international-dependence models rejected
categorically traditional Western economic growth theories. Instead, they
put more emphasis on international power imbalances and on needed
fundamental economic, political, and institutional reforms, both domesti-
cally and worldwide.

In reaction to international-dependence models, free marketers devised
the neoclassical counterrevolution model, discussed next.

Neoclassical Counterrevolution Model

The neoclassical counterrevolution school of thought emerged to coun-
teract the theoretical premises advanced by the proponents of the inter-
national-dependence models. The central argument of the neoclassical
counterrevolution model was that underdevelopment results from poor
resource allocation, which is due to incorrect pricing policies and too
much state intervention by overly active developing nations’ governments.
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Moreover, convinced that state intervention in economic activity slows
the pace of economic growth (Little, 1982), the proponents of the neo-
classical counterrevolution model suggested freer markets and the dis-
mantling of public ownership, state planning, and government regulation
of economic activities as the correct economic solutions to underdevel-
opment. The free marketers also asserted that liberalization of national
markets draws additional domestic and foreign investment and, thus,
increases the rate of capital accumulation (Todaro, 1996). However, mar-
kets are eminently suitable for the pursuit of private interests, which may
conflict with what serves the common interest, and markets’ time per-
spective is usually rather short (Soros, 2000; Stokke, 1991).

Recalling that early development economics assigned to the interven-
tionist state a key role in correcting market failures and ensuring economic
efficiency, growth, macroeconomic stability, and social development, the
neoclassical counterrevolution model brought a dramatic shift, as the state
came to be seen as a barrier rather than a driving force in the development
process (Mohan and Stokke, 2000). Moreover, in the 1980s, the Bretton-
Wood Institutions (World Bank and IMF) promoted market liberalism as
the most efficient mechanism for delivering economic and social devel-
opment within a global market system. 

One of the critiques of the neoclassical counterrevolution model was
that its assumptions concerning markets in developing nations were totally
unrealistic (Todaro, 1996). In fact, the harmful neoliberal policies pushed
by the IMF for the past 20 years have neither increased per capita economic
growth rates to where they had been in the 1960s and 1970s nor sub-
stantially reduced poverty in the global South (Rowden, 2004). Criticisms,
moreover, highlighted that information was limited, markets are frag-
mented, and many the economies of developing nations were still non-
monetized (Arndt, 1988). The dissatisfaction with the neoclassical
counterrevolution model led to the development of the new growth theory.

New Growth Theory

Also known as the endogenous growth school of thought, the new growth
theory was the newest school of development theory during the latter
half of the 20th century (Stern, 1991). The new growth theory departed
from strict adherence to the dogma of free markets and passive govern-
ments (Haque, 1999b).

Despite the challenge to economic growth posed by resource scarcity,
the advocates of the new growth theory believed that new ideas and
technologies have enormous potential to rearrange or to reorganize raw
materials or physical resources to enhance productivity and growth
(Romer, 1990). New growth theorists also viewed knowledge as a form
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of capital as distinguished from physical capital, claiming that although
the amount of knowledge created from additional investment in research
gradually declines, this investment eventually leads to higher returns in
terms of goods produced (Romer, 1986).

Furthermore, behind all forms of new ideas, knowledge, and technol-
ogies is human capital. “Among the major variables contributing to eco-
nomic growth, the key factor remains the stock of human capital (creative
and capable human resource), not the total population,” Haque (1999a,
p. 64) asserted. Romer (1990, p. 99) further contended that an economy
with a larger stock of human capital would experience faster growth.

From a theoretical perspective, the new growth theory emphasized the
role of innovative ideas, new knowledge, human capital, and technological
progress to overcome stagnation and to create wealth. In fact, the new
growth theory explained technological change as an endogenous outcome
of public and private investments in human capital and knowledge-
intensive industries, such as computer software and telecommunications.
The main failing of this theoretical framework was its focus on economic
growth without much concern for issues such as class inequality and
environmental problems caused by industrial growth (Daly, 1991; Haque,
1999a; Reid, 1995).

In summary, the authors of the theories and models discussed put
particular emphasis on the economic dimension, overlooking the multi-
dimensional nature of sustainable development. Indeed, several scholars
have argued that failing to study the phenomenon of sustainable devel-
opment and its multiple facets has created metadevelopment problems
that are a cluster of very closely interconnected problems (Chisholm, 1997;
Haque, 1999a; Leys, 1996; Reid, 1995; Stiglitz, 1998). Thus, any attempt
to solve any aspect of the sustainable development problem is unlikely
to be successful unless its multiple facets are treated simultaneously.

Lack of a General Theory of Sustainability

Thus far, this brief literature review has discussed a variety of diverse
views of sustainability and a number of economically based development
theories. Despite numerous studies on sustainable development and its
importance, there does not exist a general theory of sustainability
grounded on a solid, interdisciplinary framework.

Furthermore, existing theories and models of sustainable development
seem incapable of explaining associated problems, such as poverty, ine-
quality, and the ecological crisis (Dopfer, 1979). In fact, current sustainable
development theories often are considered as a basic component of the
global problem because they contain ideological and institutional devices
that enhance the process of intellectual bureaucratization and perpetuate
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domination and exploitation (Addo et al., 1985, p. 4; Harrod, 1982, p. 3;
Sheth, 1987, p. 53).

In light of these major shortcomings of sustainable development the-
ories, Apter (1987), Dopher (1979), Haque (1999a), Leys (1996), and others
called for a thorough reexamination of sustainable development’s theo-
retical foundations. Some development scholars are specifically calling for
the deconstruction of any Eurocentric prejudices, and the building of a
more unifying theory of sustainable development that takes into account
the multiple facets of development (Edwards, 1989; Mathur, 1989; Mudacu-
mura, 2002; Nuscheler, 1988; Pieterse, 1991, Redclift, 1987; Wallerstein,
1989; Weigel, 1989).

In addition, as a solution to the theoretical crisis of the late 1970s,
Reuveny (1979, p. 54) suggested reexamining the premises of the leading
Western theories of development in order to develop new theories based
on revised premises. One revision was removing the epistemological
dominance of economic empiricism over most sustainable development
theories, which may lead to the exclusion of noneconomic dimensions
(political, social, and cultural) from the sustainable development discourse
(Kay, 1991; van Nieuwenhuijze, 1982).

Similarly, the global development network recently organized an inter-
national conference (http://www.gdnet.org/tokyo2000/agenda.php). Its
main theme was “Beyond Economics: Multidisciplinary Approaches to
Development.” By looking beyond economics, sustainable development
thinkers acknowledged their long-held monodirectional focus on econom-
ics while dealing with a multidimensional phenomenon. Such acknowl-
edgment justifies the need to build a general theory of sustainability
grounded on diverse disciplines.

In the same vein, the World Bank’s Electronic Conference highlighted
the lack of a consistent and comprehensive theory of sustainability
(http://www.worldbank.org/devforum/forum_cdf.html). Moreover, the
Panos Research Institute conducted another Electronic Conference, in
which sustainable development issues were debated. The lack of the
existence of a multifaceted theory of sustainable development was one
major observation (http://www.worldbank.org/devforum/forum
_globalization.html).

Despite two decades of research on sustainable development, a general
theory of sustainability grounded on a solid, interdisciplinary framework
is still a gap in the sustainability literature. Existing theories of sustainable
development do not explain the multifaceted problems such as poverty,
inequality, politics, and ecological crises.

Moreover, it is time for the reexamination of the premises of the leading
Western theories of sustainable development in order to remove the
epistemological dominance of economic empiricism, which has led to the



Toward a General Theory of Sustainability � 149

exclusion of noneconomic dimensions. The following section underlines
the major tenets of the general theory of sustainability, which bridges
economic, political, social, cultural, spiritual, and ecological dimensions
of development. As Holling (1995) noted, building usable and useful
theory is not an academic luxury, but a practical necessity, particularly in
times of profound change. Thus, we may argue that devising the general
theory of sustainability is timely when one keeps in mind current large-
scale global development changes.

Tenets of the General Theory of Sustainability
This section describes briefly the six key dimensions that compose the
general theory of sustainability and alludes to intragenerational equity and
intergenerational equity, two theoretical boundaries of the general theory
of sustainability. The former denotes that the fair distribution of develop-
ment resources starts with the current generation, while the latter expands
the concept of just distribution of resources to decisions pertaining to the
welfare of future generations. For interested readers, Mudacumura (2002)
provides an in-depth analysis of the general theory building method and
detailed explanation of the key dimensions and theoretical boundaries,
which are beyond the scope of this chapter.

The Economic Dimension

This author defines the economic dimension as a dynamic structural
change process that preserves cultural values and human dignity, while
exploring the interconnected relationships geared toward improving peo-
ple’s economic welfare at the local, national, and global levels (Mudacu-
mura, 2002). Improving economic welfare for all the people implies the
recognition of interconnected relationships and the realization that eco-
nomics is only one part of the toolkit needed to achieve economic
sustainability. Along the same train of thought, particular emphasis on
“global equity,” here conceived as determined efforts for redistribution of
global financial resources, underlines the importance of considering the
interrelationships among ecological, cultural, political, economic, spiritual,
and social dimensions at the local, national, and global levels, a prereq-
uisite for the materialization of the dynamic, structural changes in a global
economy (Mudacumura, 2002).

Furthermore, as emphasized in the definition, interconnectedness
explains the relevance of keeping together the main development dimen-
sions, particularly when one recalls the fragmentary approaches of contem-
porary development scholars and their lack of appreciation of interlinked
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development dimensions (Leys, 1996). Similarly, acknowledging “intercon-
nectedness” in development can explain the failures of previous devel-
opment approaches that were premised on reductionist thinking, that is,
the belief that all aspects of complex phenomena can be understood by
reducing them to their constituent parts and by looking for mechanisms
through which these interacted (Capra, 1982; Corbridge, 1998).

The definition of the economic dimension, moreover, highlights
“human dignity,” conceived as the ability of individuals to work and earn
decent wages that enable them to take care of themselves and their
families. It is a known fact that an economic system with a large number
of undernourished and unemployed people at the bottom end of a long
social ladder can never provide a firm basis for political or economic
development (Bava, 2000). Specifically, a sociopolitical–economic system
in which there are inequality, poverty, and unemployment (and hence no
scope for dignified human life for all people) can never be regarded as
an economically sustained society (Bava, 2000).

In brief, emphasizing intricate development issues leads to the need
to explore further the extent to which fostering economic sustainability
fits with improving people’s participation in policy making, preserving
cultural practices, and promoting global equity and societal welfare—key
premises of the social dimension, discussed next.

The Social Dimension

Mudacumura (2002) conceived the social dimension as consisting of a
participatory decision-making system through which empowered people
devise strategies aimed at fostering global equity and preserving cultural
practices, while recognizing the complex challenges of securing current
and future generations’ welfare. Specifically, the social dimension capital-
izes on people as a key asset in any development ef fort who, when
empowered, unleash their thinking processes, making them active partic-
ipants in the identification of a community’s complex development issues
(Mudacumura, 2004a).

Furthermore, empowered individuals at the grassroots levels can design
suitable development policies that not only foster global equity but also
preserve local cultural practices. Empowered people produce effects and
can exert their will against opposition (cf. Arendt, 1986). Such empower-
ment hinges on the existence of an environment that promotes open and
nondistorted communication, that is, an environment in which local citi-
zens participate as equals in the deliberation of issues affecting their lives.
As Sen (1999) asserted, people directly involved must have the opportunity
to participate in deciding the appropriate development options that might
foster global equity, searching for meaningful realization of equality not
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only for elites who own the majority of resources but also for the vast
multitude who do not possess such resources (Mudacumura, 2004a).

Thus, grassroots participation connotes a process whose objective is
to enable the vast multitude to initiate action for self-reliant development
and acquire the ability to influence and manage change within their
societies, including shaping global equity decisions that ultimately affect
their lives. Such a process entails an active and sustained role in deter-
mining how development resources should be generated and evenly
distributed, a determining factor that explains the importance of the social
dimension (Mudacumura, 2004a).

In fact, experience has demonstrated that participation in decision
making improves the quality, effectiveness, and sustainability of develop-
ment strategies (UNDP, 1997). Thus, enabling grassroots citizens to play
major roles in development decision-making processes is a backbone of
the social dimension. 

The social dimension, in addition, emphasizes the preservation of local
cultural practices. Chambers (1997) noted that acknowledging the values
of local cultures and ensuring that cultural practices are not overlooked
constitute one strategic approach to sustainable development. Historically
development programs that ignored the relevance of local cultural prac-
tices failed (Cernea, 1993). 

Finally, empowered people working with institutions engaged in sus-
taining local development pay attention to local cultural practices because
culture is intrinsically part of development (Mudacumura, 2004b). As such,
cultural preservation cannot materialize without a decentralized system of
governance and an effective intersectoral collaboration, two key compo-
nents of the political dimension discussed next.

The Political Dimension

The political dimension can be understood as a decentralized effective
system of governance in which the interlinked, embedded, symbiotic
relationships between public and private development stakeholders’ con-
cerns are taken into account while devising development strategies
(Mudacumura, 2002). This definition underscores the crucial importance
of effective political systems of governance that enable the private and
public sectors to collaborate while carrying forward development functions
for governance, here conceived as the manner in which power is exercised
in the management of a country’s economic and social resources for the
ultimate goal of improving societal welfare (Mudacumura, 2004a).

The preceding definition puts emphasis on the effective system of
governance to underline the increasing attention to good governance, a
sine qua non for promoting strategies geared toward the betterment of
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the population at large. Good governance, therefore, implies improving
the quality of services and leadership at the local level with decision
making decentralized at the grassroots levels.

Specifically, decentralization shifts the development responsibilities to
grassroots organizations and local authorities, thus bringing decision-
making processes closer to the people who become the agents in their
own change. As such, decentralizing the decision making allows people
to be active change agents, a process that might lead to the sustainability
of local development (Mudacumura, 2004b).

Decentralization further draws attention to the importance of account-
ability and participation within a democratic political framework in enhanc-
ing public capacity (Doyal and Gough, 1991). Such enhancement includes
channels for the public to voice their needs, to influence policy making,
and to ensure that those charged with implementing policy remain
accountable to those whose livelihoods and future they will affect (Currie,
1992).

Additionally, effective systems of governance imply collaboration
between public and private development stakeholders who are responsive
and accountable to the global population and pay particular attention to
development strategies focused on increasing meaningfully the well-being
of all the people (Mudacumura, 2004a). Since neither public nor private
development stakeholders have access to the necessary skills, resources,
knowledge, and contacts to further development on their own, the col-
laboration between both sectors is a prerequisite for achieving sustainable
development goals. Intersectoral collaboration is thus critical for fostering
global solidarity, cultural awareness, and human dignity, key determinants
of the cultural dimension.

The Cultural Dimension

This cultural dimension is defined as the genuine way in which a
community of people acknowledges their complex shared values, beliefs,
customs, and skills, and determines to preserve the cultural practices that
underpin the community members’ synergetic relationships for the sake
of maintaining human dignity, while promoting global solidarity (Mudacu-
mura, 2002). This definition points to a community’s way of acknowledg-
ing the key elements of people’s cultural practices, underlining that a
people’s commitment to preserving cultural practices may go beyond
local boundaries. Such commitment to preserve a local culture also may
enable individuals to recognize the relevance of human dignity (Mudacu-
mura, 2002).

Specifically, recognizing human dignity entails acknowledging the main
beliefs and values to which individuals pay most attention. Such recognition
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may further individual self-respect and resistance to exploitation and
domination, thus offering real meaning to other values that make people’s
lives more productive in their communities.

Moreover, cultural practices point to the existence of a general set of
rules that control the behavior of individuals through recourse to shared
values (Gross and Rayner, 1985). Shared values may thus create a cultural
awareness that, in turn, may explain how individuals with the same core
values can initiate building global solidarity, here conceived as a way of
preventing any forces that would destroy the global population’s cherished
values and beliefs.

Furthermore, commitment to global solidarity can help recognize cul-
tural differences, while minimizing the risks of divorcing the concrete
experiences of a people from their local context. Similarly, community
members who are open and receptive to new development insights that
do not conflict with their cultural practices may discover that this cultural
awareness can be a dynamic source to sustain local development.

Along the same train of thought, the definition of the cultural dimension
alluded to the concept of interconnectedness to underscore the extent to
which creative expression, traditional knowledge, and other cultural prac-
tices are integral parts of people’s lives in diverse societies. As stated
earlier, since it can be argued that culture permeates all aspects of life,
any development process must be embedded in local culture for devel-
opment to be sustainable. In brief, the integration of cultural practices
and people’s lives emphasizes the interconnection between culture and
development. From this perspective, we can argue that culture is the most
fundamental element of development.

The discussions have so far addressed the economic, social, political,
and cultural dimensions, providing a definition for each dimension and
explaining the extent to which the dimensions are interrelated. It is worth
highlighting that social, political, economic, and cultural dimensions come
into play in a number of ways when addressing ecological and spiritual
dimensions.

The Ecological Dimension

The ecological dimension underscores a holistic decision-making approach
that strives to make sense of the interlinked and symbiotic natural and
cultural resources that must be preserved while addressing current and
future generations’ societal welfare (Mudacumura, 2002). The definition
emphasizes the interlinked relationships existing in the natural world. Such
interrelationships point to the fact that efforts geared toward improving
societal welfare are intrinsically dependent on human interactions with
the natural world.
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Concretely, we may argue that the interlinkages between people and
the natural world justify the relevance of paying attention to people’s
culture, particularly when ecological and cultural well-being are indistin-
guishable. The interconnectedness of people and nature explains the
indispensability of searching for adequate means of creating a sustainable
society without destroying natural life-support systems.

Furthermore, the impacts of uncontrolled human interactions with
natural subsystems may jeopardize these symbiotic relationships, thus
leading to potential ecological crises. Attempts to prevent ecological crises
imply the necessity to emphasize the importance of bringing human
development into harmony with the natural environment without jeopar-
dizing the welfare of current and future generations.

Additionally, it is worth recalling that saving the planet and its people
from impending ecological crises constitutes the underlying theme of the
ecological dimension. Such a theme further underscores the importance
of recognizing the welfare interdependence between generations, since
each generation has an obligation to protect the productive, ecological,
and physical processes that are needed to support future human welfare
(Norton, 1996).

Along the same line, the ecological dimension’s definition underscores
the holistic thinking approach, which recognizes that the whole system
is greater than the sum of its subsystems (Kast and Rosenzweig, 1972).
Such a holistic approach may explain the interrelated ecological issues
that transcend life experiences and capabilities of individuals and com-
munities. The holistic thinking approach thus enables development stake-
holders to make sense of interconnectedness; empowerment, and the
productive good life, which also are basic components of the spiritual
dimension of development.

The Spiritual Dimension

The spiritual dimension is defined as a transcendental value system that
connects the self with other interrelated subsystems and functions syner-
gically with the rest of our human faculties through inner-transformational
changes leading to productive, good lives (Mudacumura, 2002). This
definition points to a transcendental value system that fosters symbiotic
interrelationships in which the individual exists and functions as a central
part of the integrated, whole system. Specifically, the individual is part of
a global community consisting of intricately balanced, interdependent parts
and processes (Mudacumura, 2004).

Moreover, as active agents in shaping the global environment, individ-
uals may strive to balance the interdependent parts and processes, a
balance without which the survival of mankind can be compromised.
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Similarly, looking at spirituality as transcending all human subsystems and
containing revitalizing power may explain the extent to which people’s
selfish or careless motives may be changed.

It further sheds light on how changed individuals may live productive,
good lives in the global community. In this context, a productive, good
life means living a complete life, not dying prematurely, having good
health, being nourished adequately, and possessing adequate shelter
(Nussbaum, 1990). Again, such dynamic, transformational changes leading
to a productive, good life underscore the necessity of paying attention to
the harmonious relationships that should exist between individuals and
the natural environment.

Moreover, we may argue that the inner-transformational changes sug-
gested by the definition of the spiritual dimension are premised on an
understanding of the relations of parts to the whole, and of past to present
to future (Engel, 1998). Such an understanding might explain why spiri-
tually led citizens work together on faith-based issues, trying to regain
their self-worth while living productive, good lives.

Productive, good lives also involve reaching “spiritual fulfillment,” a
balance between individuals and their surrounding environment. Without
a desire for spiritual fulfillment, one might question whether people can
lead productive, good lives characterized by peacefulness, joy, happiness,
enlightenment, and creative expression, all of which may provide the
mental pathways leading individuals away from material consumption and
wealth accumulation to a higher level of satisfaction and purpose (Cobb,
1995; Daly, 1991).

The spiritual dimension, moreover, might explain the need to go
beyond accumulating material wealth without considering the effects of
that accumulation on the quality of the human condition (Gondwe, 1992),
for the underlying rationale of the spiritual dimension is a focus on
people’s redemptive, inner-transformational changes that may produce
renewed individuals, socially accountable to both current and future
generations. This rationale fits with Tawney’s (1920) argument that a
healthy society comprises people who are trustees in the discharge of a
social purpose.

The spiritual dimension further highlights the importance of empow-
erment, a process whose purpose is to expand people’s capabilities. Such
an expansion involves an enlargement of choices and an increase in
freedom (UNDP, 1996). In fact, empowerment underscores that a learning
and organizing process exists that allows people to define their develop-
ment objectives, assess the implications of development options available
to them, and assume responsibility for actions to achieve their agreed-
upon objectives.
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Finally, the spiritual dimension emphasizes that we should think holis-
tically. It is worth remembering that holism is concerned with intercon-
nections, interrelationships, and long-term underlying systemic patterns
(Wheatley, 1992). Thus, relying on holistic thinking may explain how an
individual may connect with other interrelated subsystems while operating
in a symbiotic, global environment.

In summary, a close examination of the underlying premises of the
discussed dimensions of development calls for bridging the multiple
dimensions while giving equal consideration to each dimension. Con-
cretely, three overall findings may be inferred from this general theory of
sustainability: (1) societal empowerment, (2) global networking, and (3)
holistic thinking.

Societal Empowerment

In a world plagued with interwoven and self-perpetuating problems,
development is primarily about people’s education and organization.
Specifically, empowerment may give people a sense of security through
participation in debates geared toward improving the overall societal
welfare.

Thus, societal empowerment connotes a process by which individuals
may gain mastery or control over their own lives with democratic partic-
ipation in the life of their community. Concretely, societal empowerment
may provide the opportunity for citizens to feel their own worth, be all
they can be, and see the same worth in other people. To that extent,
empowering the whole society means raising people’s consciousness and
critical thinking processes to increase self-confidence and the ability to
play an assertive role in the decisions of the community (Zimmerman and
Rappaport, 1988).

Considering that citizens are the beneficiaries, as well as the victims,
of all development activities (Cernea, 1993; Schumacher, 1977), empow-
ering citizens also may be a crucial step toward societal empowerment,
a sine qua non for sustainable development. Furthermore, in discussing
the interrelationships among the six dimensions of this general theory of
sustainability, the relevance of people’s empowerment was emphasized,
pointing to the need for training people, enabling them to be active
participants in the design, implementation, and evaluation of development
strategies affecting their lives.

Despite the worldwide presence of different international development
agencies and the UN’s development programs, empowering people with
the objective of increasing societal welfare has not been given adequate
consideration. In fact, DeLancey (1994, p. 296) concluded that the com-
bined efforts of the UN and of developing countries’ governments, donor
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nations, and nongovernment organizations have been woefully inadequate
in improving societal welfare. Puchala (1995) further commented that in
spite of numerous development undertakings, missing the goal of investing
in humans was one of the main causes of development failures.

Therefore, keeping in mind past development failures, this general
theory of sustainability underscores the importance of societal empower-
ment, emphasizing the potential impacts it could have on furthering
development once empowered people exchange strategic development
insights through a global network of development organizations.

Global Networking

Global solidarity may imply a clear recognition of the nonexistence of
boundaries to our environment and the increasing interdependence among
people and nations. Building on this research’s findings, this general theory
of sustainability highlights the need for development stakeholders to work
cooperatively within and between countries, striving to bridge the eco-
logical, economic, social, political, cultural, and, spiritual dimensions while
devising comprehensive development strategies.

Similarly, the current trend toward globalization and the magnitude of
political, ecological, and socioeconomic, cultural, and spiritual challenges
underscore the imperative to build a global network of development
organizations. As such, networking all development organizations from
local to global levels may create an enabling environment for solving
complex development issues, thus providing opportunity for people to
enjoy productive, good lives, for global networking rests on the premise
that active collaboration among organizations engaged in promoting devel-
opment may take advantage of creative synergies to achieve outcomes
that are impossible for any one to achieve alone. Ultimately, networks
are necessary to link the innovative agendas of research institutions,
governments, industries, and grassroots organizations that are aimed at
clarifying and implementing approaches to sustainable development (Pez-
zoli, 1997).

Moreover, as this general theory of sustainability’s interrelationships
highlighted, the interconnectivity and dynamic nature of development
problems make them immune to simple solutions. Development strategies
may thus fail to materialize if development stakeholders overlook the
multidimensionality of development problems.

Similarly, the increasing global interdependencies and the intercon-
nectedness of development issues call for an interorganizational action to
search for concrete solutions toward a more desirable future. This means
bringing together all institutions of development stakeholders at the local,
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national, and global levels to achieve a better coordination of development
activities so as to foster sustainable development.

Furthermore, coordinating the insights from diverse development stake-
holders implies adopting multiple strategic approaches to deal with prob-
lems. Networking development organizations can, therefore, help by
matching the multiple and interdependent development problems while
focusing on a shared vision of what is good for the community at the
local, national, and global levels, a process that requires embracing a
holistic thinking approach, the third main finding of this research.

Holistic Thinking

Holism refers to an attitude that recognizes that (1) the whole is greater
than the sum of its parts, (2) reductionist analysis never tells the whole
story, and (3) the abstractions necessary to design mechanistic models
conflict with reality (Kast and Rosenzweig, 1972). Similarly, previous
discussions alluded to the philosophical background of the mechanistic
approach, highlighting the extent to which scholars from diverse disci-
plines acknowledge the emergent holistic thinking, which provides a better
analogy for understanding society and its complex organizations (Hwang,
1996; Kauffman, 1995; Kiel, 1991; Sterman, 1994; Wheatley, 1992).

The post–Second World War era, however, witnessed the emergence
of the holistic thinking approach when scholars and policy makers in both
developing and developed nations struggled with the crucial issue of
development. As Bava (1993) argued, the centrality of the sustainable
development phenomenon to governments’ public policies, combined
with the spurt in developmental theory building during the Cold War,
paved the way for the genesis of the holistic thinking approach.

In light of the interrelationships among the six dimensions and the
two theoretical boundaries of this general theory of sustainability, dealing
with complex development issues that cannot be broken down into parts
or managed by any single mind may require embracing a holistic thinking
approach. Moreover, it is worth reiterating the importance of looking at
the interconnected social, economic, political, ecological, cultural, and
spiritual dimensions of development. As the ingredients of a cake are
inexplicably intertwined and are necessary for full flavor, so are the
development dimensions interconnected and indispensable if development
is to be sustainable.

Ultimately, addressing development issues implies thinking holistically,
that is, looking at the big picture (the whole phenomenon of sustainability)
while maintaining awareness of the interconnected dimensions of devel-
opment.
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Conclusion
This chapter looked at some of the major economic development theories
that preceded the sustainable development paradigm. Despite the firm
commitment of early economic development theorists to push for eco-
nomic growth, current economic development statistics reveal that most
poor nations, which embraced the growth paradigm, still fight for eco-
nomic survival. Strong critics go to the extent of labeling the advocates
of the failed growth models as wanting to sustain the unjust domination
over the global South they enjoyed in colonial days (Ambrose, 2004).

Recalling that building usable and useful theory is not an academic
luxury, but a practical necessity, devising a general theory of sustainability
is timely when one keeps in mind the current trend toward globalization,
particularly the large-scale global development challenges. The chapter
further alluded to the shortcomings of analyzing complex development
policies by relying on the reductionist policy research approach and
suggested adopting a comprehensive and holistic analysis approach to
capture the multiple facets of the sustainability phenomenon.

The discussion, moreover, addressed the need for global development
networks that foster participatory decision making while devising com-
prehensive development strategies that integrate the identified key devel-
opment dimensions. Such networks would involve all development
stakeholders and preclude simple solutions implemented by any devel-
opment organization acting alone.

In a nutshell, the general theory of sustainability underscores the need
to broaden our paradigmatic lenses while devising and analyzing strategies
intended to promote sustainable development. These strategies, however,
should aim at improving societal welfare in a changing and competitive
world in which the persistence of extreme poverty is not compatible with
the underlying theme of sustainable development.
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Introduction
We are on the verge of an urbanized world. By the time we complete
this first decade of the 21st century, more than half of the world’s
population will be living in cities and towns. At the beginning of the 19th
century, only 3% of the world was urban, and by 1900, this had only
grown to just under 14% (Population Reference Bureau, 2003, p. 1). Cities
are increasingly where the world’s population, including the poorest
people, will reside. At the same time, urban areas are more and more the
engines of national and regional economic growth. Thus, they are the
world’s most important consumers of resources, generators of waste, and,
consequently, sources of environmental problems.

In the half-century since 1950, the world’s urban population rose from
750 million to 2.9 billion persons. The population of urban areas is
expected to grow by 1.8% annually between 2000 and 2030, or nine times
as fast as the 0.2% rate for rural areas. Over 60 million people are added
to urban populations each year, or more than 1 million per week. By the
year 2030, 60% of the world’s population will live in cities and towns.
More than 90% of this increase will occur in cities of the developing world
(United Nations Population Division, 2002, p. 1). Figure 7.1 indicates how
urbanization differs according to geographic area; it suggests that Africa
and Asia are urbanizing most quickly.

These cities currently generate more than half of economic wealth in
the developing world and accounted for 80% of gross domestic product
(GDP) growth during the past decade (World Bank, 2002a; Data Table 2).
Population and economic growth are partly responsible for creating exter-

Figure 7.1 Percentage of population residing in urban areas, 1975–2030.
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nalities—more people making more things demand more resources and
generate more waste. Other variables are also critical, such as lifestyles,
wealth distribution, natural and spatial factors, and governance systems.
The resulting set of environmental problems consists of inadequate access
to environmental infrastructure and services, pollution from urban wastes,
natural resource degradation, exposure to environmental risks, and global
environmental issues. A huge number of people are affected by urban
environmental degradation: 1.1 billion people live in cities that have
unhealthy air quality; 590 million have inadequate sanitation; and 280
million city dwellers do not have access to safe drinking water (Leitmann,
1999, pp. 61–63).

The Dynamics of Urbanization 
and Environmental Change
Environmental change occurs when one moves from rural to urban settings
for a number of different reasons. On average, cities tend to have worse
air quality, less ultraviolet radiation, more fog, greater cloudiness, more
precipitation, a higher temperature, less humidity, and lower wind speeds
than surrounding rural areas. Important factors influence these and other
environmental characteristics that make cities different. Primary determi-
nants include (1) a city’s level of economic development, (2) rapid
demographic change, (3) natural and spatial factors, and (4) the institu-
tional setting. The interaction of these variables constitutes the dynamics
that link urbanization and environmental change.

Economic Development

A simplistic model of the relationship between economic growth and the
urban environment would suggest that as cities become wealthier, they
consume and throw out more. Thus, economic growth should lead to
greater environmental degradation from higher resource use and higher
waste generation per capita. However, the evidence shows that this is
only partially true. As cities grow economically (as measured by per capita
income), they do produce more municipal waste and carbon dioxide
emissions per person (McGranahan et al., 2001).

However, urban concentrations of particulate matter decrease with
growing wealth, as do sulfur dioxide emissions (after a period of increase).
Importantly, the percentage of the population with access to safe drinking
water and adequate sanitation increases dramatically with economic
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growth. This more complicated picture can be understood if we add some
information to the simplistic model.

Consumption and waste do increase with economic growth. At the
same time, as cities become richer, they have more resources (financial,
technological, and human) to solve certain problems and a more educated
and wealthier population, who increasingly demand a better quality of
life (Bartone et al., 1994). Thus, citizens demand (and can increasingly
pay for) piped water, sewerage, and air that does not have health-
threatening pollutants such as fine particulates, sulfur dioxide, and lead.
Municipal and sometimes national governments sooner or later respond
to this demand, and, with higher revenues from economic development,
they have the resources to provide water, remove wastes, and clean the
air for more of the urban population. Benefits also extend beyond the
wealthy and educated classes to a broader group of citizens. Emissions
of municipal solid waste and carbon dioxide increase on a per capita
basis partly because there is greater consumption of energy and other
resources, and partly because these are externalities that usually do not
directly affect the health and well-being of urban residents in the short
term. 

Thus, as cities develop economically, the nature of environmental risks
faced by their populations undergoes a transition. This is graphically
shown in Figure 7.2. In the poorest cities, household sanitation problems
are most severe; they are also local, immediate, and health-threatening.

Figure 7.2 The urban environmental transition in cities.
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As cities develop economically, household sanitation improves, but ambi-
ent air quality deteriorates and carbon dioxide emissions begin to grow.
In the wealthiest cities, household sanitation is usually excellent and air
quality has improved, but emissions of greenhouse gases continue to rise;
in these cities, problems are more global in nature, have a delayed impact,
and threaten life support systems (McGranahan et al., 2001).

Demographic Factors

Rapid population growth is especially important for the urban environment
in developing country cities. As a city grows, there is a greater concen-
tration of people, industry, commerce, vehicles, energy consumption,
water use, waste generation, and other environmental stresses. Cities that
are doubling every 10 to 20 years thus must rapidly mobilize resources
to manage and mitigate the impacts of these stresses.

The scale of the problem can often exceed the capacity of local
government to collect, treat, and dispose of municipal sewage and solid
wastes; the capacity of authorities to control dangerous wastes and emis-
sions; and the capacity of nature to assimilate all of these wastes. An
analogous scale problem exists on the input side as a result of the
concentrated resource consumption taking place in urban areas. Urban
demand for fossil fuels, water, food, minerals, timber and fuelwood, and
other resources often has impacts on distant peoples, watersheds, and
forests. These problems can exist for large cities and megacities, where
the magnitude of resource consumption and waste generation is enormous
and the jurisdictional situation is often complex. They can also af fect
smaller and medium-sized cities that may not have the capacity or the
resources to respond to rapid changes in population and the nature of
environmental problems.

Natural and Spatial Factors

Two key conditions that affect the nature of the urban environment are
the features of the ecosystem(s) where a city is located and the patterns
of land use. A city’s surrounding ecosystem(s) can have important con-
sequences for the degree and nature of environmental problems faced in
an urban area. This includes the geography, topography, vegetation, and
climate where a city is located. For example, London has not suffered
from malaria because it is not located in a tropical ecosystem where the
mosquito vector can thrive. Air pollution in Mexico City and Los Angeles
is intensified because of natural and climatological features in those cities
that result in thermal inversions. The built environment in a city also
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constitutes a sort of ecosystem that affects air quality, energy consumption,
temperature, wind speed, and water management.

Urban land use decisions are critical determinants of environmental
quality. At some point in their existence, most cities have experienced
distortions in land markets. Poorly functioning land markets, combined
with ineffective land management policies and practices, have resulted in
degradation of environmentally fragile lands (for example, wetlands and
coastal resources), occupation of hazard-prone areas (for example, steep
slopes, flood plains, and vacant land adjacent to polluting industries or
waste disposal sites), air pollution, congestion and accidents, and the loss
of cultural and historical resources, open space, and prime agricultural
land (Bernstein, 1993).

Density and spatial patterns of development also have important impli-
cations for various environmental outcomes. For example, high-density
development can achieve economies of scale in infrastructure provision
but impose higher costs associated with congestion (for example, the
rapid spread of communicable disease due to crowding or increased
incidences of accidental injuries) if the development is not well planned
and provided with adequate infrastructure. Lower-density development
outside the central city means reduced congestion in residential areas, but
higher costs for infrastructure provision, and in the absence of adequate
public transport, higher levels of air pollution from automobile traffic. The
concentration of industry in relatively few locations is another factor that
imposes serious environmental consequences. In the metropolitan areas
of Bangkok, Lima, Mexico City, Manila, and Sao Paulo, for example,
industrial pollution, including the impacts of poorly managed hazardous
wastes, imposes serious health impacts in the areas of the country where
there are the highest concentrations of population (Bartone et al., 1994).

Institutional Setting

There are a number of institutional factors that influence urban environ-
mental outcomes in cities. First, the composition, interests, relative power,
and interactions of stakeholders are important. Next, the relationship of
jurisdictions to key environmental problems in a city has serious conse-
quences. Finally, the degree to which there is intersectoral coordination
will affect how cross-media environmental problems are managed.

To a large extent, the nature of urban environmental problems is
determined by the interaction of numerous public, private, not-for-profit,
and household stakeholders, each group having its own interests and
patterns of behavior (Leitmann, 1999, pp. 86–88). The varied and some-
times conflicting actions and viewpoints of these actors can add to other
constraints on improving environmental quality and human security.
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Ideally, levels of responsibility and decision making should correspond
to the scale of an environmental problem. However, actual jurisdictional
arrangements usually do not adhere to this principle. For example, munic-
ipal authorities are normally responsible for solid waste management, but
their usually inadequate approaches to disposal have important spillover
effects for neighboring jurisdictions within a region or metropolitan area.
A second jurisdictional factor is that urban institutions are often not the
only stakeholders with the power to address environmental problems
within their jurisdictions. For example, leaded gasoline may be causing
health problems in a particular city, but the authority to regulate fuel
composition usually rests with the national government. Thus, cities usu-
ally cannot solve many of their environmental problems by themselves
but must enter into partnerships with different levels of government, with
the private sector, and with the community.

Managing the urban environment requires both policy makers and
managers to take into account the complex cross-media effects of urban
pollution. Any plans to improve one environmental medium (air, water,
or land), therefore, should consider the potential effects of that intervention
on other media. For example, sewage treatment plants may clean up the
flow of wastewater but produce large quantities of sludge that will have
to be disposed of safely on land. In light of cross-media effects, relevant
jurisdictions and institutions should carefully coordinate to ensure that
problems are effectively addressed. Failure to do so can result in both
cross-media pollution problems as well as a loss of resources spent on
ineffective actions, for example, investments in surface drainage without
parallel improvements in solid waste collection and disposal, or the
development of a sewage treatment plant without parallel control of
industrial pollution.

Human Development Issues
The main human development issues that have emerged from urbanized
environmental challenges are (1) greater vulnerability of the urban poor,
(2) problems of inadequate access to basic services, (3) exposure to natural
and anthropogenic risks, and (4) insecurity from global environmental
threats.

Vulnerability of the Urban Poor

One quarter to a one third of all urban households in the world live in
absolute poverty (United Nations Human Settlements Programme, 2001).
Poverty interacts with the urban environment in two ways: the actions of
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low-income groups have consequences for the environment and the poor
are disproportionately affected by many environmental problems. Briefly,
the following are some of the effects of poor groups on the urban
environment:

� Migration—in developing countries, it is often the rural poor who
migrate to cities and accelerate urban population growth. This
accelerated growth stresses the ability of municipalities to provide
environmental services as well as to collect and treat wastes.

� Squatting—lack of disposable income combined with dysfunctional
land markets in many developing cities often results in the growth
of illegal settlements. Often, these settlements are located on land
that is environmentally sensitive or hazard-prone. The development
of irregular settlements also makes it difficult to provide squatters
with access to environmental services and infrastructure efficiently.

� Lack of options—when services and infrastructure are not available
or are too costly (see later discussion), then low-income households
and neighborhoods may be forced to act in ways that harm the
environment and themselves. For example, if solid waste is not
regularly collected, then it may be dumped or burned, contributing
to the spread of disease vectors, air pollution, and flooding (Leit-
mann, 1999, p. 67).

The poor are more seriously affected by a range of urban environmental
problems. Foremost among the environmental concerns of the urban poor
are health problems resulting from a substandard living environment that
does not protect them from human excreta and other wastes, indoor air
pollution, or natural hazards. Intraurban studies confirm that the mortality
and morbidity rates of gastrointestinal and respiratory infections and
malnutrition are significantly higher for the urban poor than for other
urban residents (McGranahan et al., 2001). So too are the resulting costs
of health care and productivity losses. Among the urban poor, there are
several particularly vulnerable groups: children, women, adolescents, cot-
tage industry workers, the disabled, and the elderly. These groups are
particularly exposed because they lack the economic ability to invest in
mitigating measures and pay for services, knowledge about alternatives,
and the political strength to push for environmental improvements. They
also tend to spend more time at home, where exposure to polluted water,
poor indoor air quality, disease vectors, crowded conditions, and poor
sanitation may be the greatest (McGranahan et al., 2001). In industrialized
countries, this inequitable exposure to environmental risks has helped
spawn the “environmental justice” movement.
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The poor are most affected by environmental risks in cities for a variety
of reasons. The first has to do with location. The neighborhoods or areas
where poor people can afford to live are often undesirable pieces of real
estate because they are located near industrial areas, are exposed to high
levels of air and water pollution, and may be more subject to damage by
natural hazards (Leitmann, 1999, p. 15). Second, poor communities often
lack the political power to pressure for a cleaner environment or to obtain
environmental services such as clean and reliable water supply, sanitation,
waste collection, and drainage. Finally, the poor often cannot afford coping
mechanisms to mitigate negative environmental impacts, for example,
using pumps to evacuate flood waters, taking vacations out of the city
during severe air pollution days, or drinking bottled water.

Access to Basic Services

The most critical urban infrastructure and services from an environmental
perspective are the water and sanitation systems, solid waste management,
drainage, and transportation (see Table 7.1). A set of important environ-
mental problems occurs, mostly with negative health consequences, when
people do not have adequate access to these facilities and when their
quality is poor.

Table 7.1 Options for Addressing Poor Access to Environmental 
Infrastructure and Services

Poor Access to 
Environmental 

Infrastructure and 
Services (P = Policy; I = Investment)

Serviced land and 
shelter

P: Clarify property rights; reduce unneeded regulations, 
government involvement, and subsidies for land 
market

I: Upgrade slums; develop sites and services projects
Water supply, 

sanitation, drainage, 
solid waste 
collection, energy

P: Incentives for demand management; reduce subsidies 
and recover costs; target subsidies for the poor; 
strategic planning; introduce affordable standards; 
coordinate between sectors; use new infrastructure to 
guide land use; design with nature

I: Use appropriate technologies; expand access to basic 
services; increase use of private and community 
resources; improve operations and maintenance

Modified from Leitmann, 1999.
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Around the world 280 million city dwellers do not have access to safe
drinking water near their homes, and 590 million urban residents do not
have access to adequate sanitation; although 70% of the urban population
has access to some form of sanitation, only about 40% are connected to
sewers (Leitmann, 1999, p. 61). In poorer cities, the pollutant that takes
the highest toll on health is human waste. The World Health Organization
(WHO, 2000, pp. 1172–1282) estimates that 1.7 million children under the
age of 5 die each year in the developing world of diarrheal diseases,
largely because of poor sanitation, contaminated drinking water, and
related problems of food hygiene; an estimated one million fewer children
would die from diarrheal diseases each year if all people had access to
adequate water and sanitation facilities. Infectious and parasitic diseases
linked to water quality and quantity are the third leading cause of pro-
ductive years lost to health problems in the developing world. Diarrheal
death rates are typically about 60% lower among children who live in
households with adequate water and sanitation facilities than among those
in homes without such facilities (Leitmann, 1999).

From half to two thirds of household solid waste in lower-income
cities is not collected (World Resources Institute, 1996, p. 70). At the same
time, solid waste management consumes 20% to 40% of municipal budgets
in poorer cities (United Nations Centre for Human Settlements, 1996,
p. 270). Uncollected waste is then informally dumped or burned in neigh-
borhoods. This situation provides a breeding ground for disease-carrying
pests and causes localized air pollution. The lack of basic solid waste
services in crowded, low-income neighborhoods is an important contrib-
utor to disease among the poor, though much less so than the pathogens
associated with poor water and sanitation. In wealthier cities, collection
rates improve and approach 100%; however, the volume grows and the
waste composition changes, creating disposal problems (World Bank,
2002b, p. 112).

Inadequate storm water drainage has a number of negative impacts.
Flooding that is exacerbated by poor drainage can result in death caused
by drowning, burial in landslides, or collapsing houses. Flooding results
in economic harm through property damage, road congestion, disruption
of public services, and lost employment. In many poorer cities, sewage
and sullage (gray water) are removed by drains. Flooding can spread
wastewater in communities, with resulting health effects. Standing water,
resulting from poorly drained rainwater, provides ideal conditions for
outbreaks of insect-borne diseases.

Insufficient access to safe and reliable transportation can be a major
environmental problem. Increasing motorization, poorly functioning public
transportation, badly maintained roads, lack of walkways and cycle paths,
poor traffic management, and lack of enforcement and education contribute
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to traffic congestion, road accidents, and air pollution, with associated
health and economic losses. The cost of road accidents in developing
countries, two thirds of which occur in urban areas, is 1% to 2% of GDP
or $65 billion annually according to the World Health Organization (WHO,
2003, p. 1), reflecting high fatality and injury rates and property damage.

Environmental Hazards

Environmental hazards (Table 7.2) have natural and human sources, as
well as the interaction of the two. Almost 2 billion people were affected
by disasters during the 1990s, 80% of whom lived in Asia (United Nations
Centre for Human Settlements, 2001). Many cities are subject to significant
loss of life and property from natural sources such as earthquakes and
floods, as well as wildfires, tropical storms, mudslides, and volcanic
eruptions. For example, the average annual loss from earthquakes in
Turkey, mostly in urban areas, is estimated at 0.8% of GNP. Up to 50 of
the fastest growing cities in the developing world are located in earthquake
zones (World Bank, 2002b, p. 116). Damage from the 1988 flooding in
the Rio de Janeiro metropolitan region was estimated at over $900 million,
and the 1998 flooding in Wuhan left 200,000 people stranded while causing
an estimated $480 million in damage (Leitmann, 1999, p. 70). 

Human sources of environmental risk in cities include accidents caused
by industries, municipal facilities, traffic, and fires. Over the past four
decades, the number of human-made disasters has tripled (United Nations
Centre for Human Settlements, 2001). Perhaps the most notorious urban
industrial accident was the 1984 disaster in Bhopal, which claimed thou-
sands of lives and led to the destruction of a swathe of homes and

Table 7.2 Options for Addressing Natural and Human Hazards

Natural and Human 
Hazards (P = Policy; I = Investment)

Natural hazards P: Enable land markets; existence and enforcement of 
land use and building codes; disincentives for 
occupation of high-risk areas; disaster mitigation and 
preparedness planning; incentives for disaster-resistant 
construction techniques

I: Forecasting and early warning of predictable hazards; 
public awareness campaigns about risks and mitigation

Human-induced 
hazards

P: Environmental zoning
I: Improve emergency response capacity; public 

awareness

Modified from Leitmann, 1999.
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industrial facilities. This hazard was exacerbated by the failure to control
settlement around the chemical plant. In 1992, powerful explosions caused
by liquid hexane that was dumped into the municipal sewer system killed
over 200 people, injured 1,000 others in Guadalajara, and damaged homes,
streets, and commercial buildings (World Bank, 1998, p. 12). Traffic
accidents claim thousands of lives in some of the world’s largest cities
each year. The situation is particularly striking in developing cities with
fewer cars per capita but higher accident rates. In India, there are more
fatalities each year from road accidents than in the United States, although
India has one twentieth the number of motorized vehicles (United Nations
Centre for Human Settlements, 1996). The loss of life and property from
fires that are intentionally or accidentally set plagues virtually every city
in the world; the problem is worsened by insufficient preventive measures
(e.g., public education and enforced building codes) and low emergency-
response capacity (e.g., inadequate fire-fighting capability and medical
facilities). 

Human actions can deepen and widen the impact of many natural
hazards. Loss of life and property from earthquakes is heightened when
unsafe buildings are constructed in areas of high seismic activity or when
cities are not prepared to handle emergencies. Similarly, the damage from
flooding is intensified when people settle in floodplains, drainage is
inadequate, or uncollected solid waste is disposed of in existing drains.

Global Threats

Although many of the environmental effects of urban areas tend to be
local, cities can have important consequences for environmental problems
of a global nature and can also be seriously affected by global problems
(see Table 7.3). Examples include the following:

� Greenhouse gases—Cities consume 80% of the world’s fossil fuels.
Consequently, cities such as Canberra, Chicago, and Los Angeles
have carbon dioxide emissions that are six to nine times greater
per capita than the world’s average and 25 times (or more) than
those of poorer cities such as Dhaka (United Nations Centre for
Human Settlements, 1996). One estimate suggests that 40% of total
CO2 emissions in North America are from 50 metropolitan areas
(World Resources Institute, 1996).

� Sea level rise—If cities are a primary contributor to global warming,
they can also be its victim. Most U.S. coastal cities, Buenos Aires,
Rio de Janeiro, Hamburg, London, St. Petersburg, Venice, Lagos,
Bombay, Bangkok, Hong Kong, Shanghai, and Sydney are among
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the places that would be seriously affected by flooding due to a
rise in sea levels. 

� Climate change—Projections of the impact of changing global
climate on European cities suggest that Berlin will experience a
warmer and wetter climate that could exacerbate smog and acid
rain, Volgograd could suffer from spring flooding and summer dust
storms, and Liverpool could be affected by malfunctioning sewers
cause by the impact of increased rainfall on its tidal river.

� Pollution of international waters—Land-based sources of marine
pollution have been an important cause of degrading international
waters. Urban wastes usually constitute the major component of
these land-based sources (Leitmann, 1999, pp. 73–74).

Finally, although physically more remote, even the preservation of
biodiversity has two important urban dimensions. First, much of the demand
for threatened plant and animal species comes from the urban economy.

Table 7.3 Options for Addressing Global Environmental Threats

Global Environmental 
Threats (P = Policy; I = Investment)

Land-based sources of 
marine pollution

P: Introduce water pricing and effluent charges; 
subsidize sewage treatment; plan and manage 
watersheds

I: Improve monitoring and enforcement; develop 
facilities for reusing wastewater; introduce clean 
technologies

Greenhouse gas 
emissions

P: Remove energy and vehicle subsidies; introduce road 
and emissions charges; integrate transport, land use 
and road planning; least-cost energy planning; improve 
traffic management

I: Develop clean technologies, renewable energy, district 
heating, energy-efficient buildings, substitution to 
cleaner fuels, nonmotorized transport, vehicle 
maintenance, and related public awareness campaigns; 
improve performance of public transit

Land and ecosystem 
degradation

P: Remove artificial shortages of land and subsidies on 
natural resources; identify critical areas for protection; 
incentives for sustainable use of sensitive areas; 
ecolabeling; resource-efficient building standards; 
promote compact land use

I: Improve monitoring and enforcement of land use 
controls; purchase sensitive and valued lands; 
resources for urban greening and andagriculture

Modified from Leitmann, 1999.
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Second, the political, financial, and intellectual support for protecting
biodiversity is usually based in cities. Just think how many wildlife parks
and other environmental groups are headquartered and have their mem-
bership base in urban areas.

Options for Improving the Sustainability of 
Urbanization
Cities can and should address these environment-based threats to human
development. There is a range of policy and investment options for
improving access to environmental infrastructure and services, reducing
the risks posed by environmental hazards, and diminishing the contribu-
tion that cities make to global environmental problems. These options are
summarized in Tables 7.1, 7.2, and 7.3. The broader issue of vulnerability
of the urban poor needs to be tackled by a three-pronged approach: (1)
a pro-poor orientation in the options for solving other security problems
(e.g., slum upgrading and lifeline utility pricing as alternatives for increas-
ing access to services and infrastructure), (2) growth-with-equity strategies
that create an enabling environment for more urban poor to reduce their
economic vulnerability, and (3) political rights and participation so that
the problems of poverty are articulated and recognized in the political
arena.

These options for increasing the sustainability of urban development
can also be viewed as sets of policy instruments, that is, regulatory policy,
economic incentives, direct investment, property rights, land use controls,
and information, education, and research. Each is briefly described with
select examples of its application in cities.

Instruments for environmental regulation consist of discharge stan-
dards, permits and licenses, land and water use controls, and public health
codes. They are essential for preventing or reducing the degradation of
air, water, and land resources. Regulation requires both rules and an
effective system of monitoring and enforcement. By themselves, regulatory
instruments can be inefficient and costly to enforce. On the positive side,
they yield predictable results and are necessary to establish a baseline of
acceptable behavior. Santiago (Chile) uses environmental regulation to
cope with air pollution emergencies: in a state of emergency, 80% of
vehicles that run on leaded gas are banned from circulating and factories
that are major emitters of air pollutants can be closed down (Inter Press
Service, 1998). In addition, all new vehicles must use lead-free gasoline.

Economic incentives for managing the urban environment include user
charges, resource pricing, pollution taxes, congestion charges, grants and
subsidies, tax credits, rebates, and fines. These instruments often involve
applying direct costs on polluters (the Polluter Pays Principle) such as
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industrial effluent charges for air or water pollution based on the amount
and toxicity of discharges. However, they can also involve indirect charges,
for example, the taxation of fuel use can be a powerful indirect instrument
for controlling air pollution because of the relationship between fuel use
and emissions. In comparison with regulations, economic instruments are
more efficient and flexible. They can also increase equity, generate rev-
enue, and continuously exert pressure on polluters. Economic instruments
are rarely used alone; they typically rely on and reinforce regulations. For
example, the city of Brisbane (Australia) has a set of regulations to protect
the rich biodiversity of its bushlands. These are supplemented with two
economic instruments: a ratepayer fee raises over $5 million a year for
bushland acquisition and maintenance, and landowners who agree to
protect private bushland from development can receive up to a 50%
reduction in their general ratepayer levy (International Council for Local
Environmental Initiatives, 1996).

Direct investment is one of the most powerful tools that a city can use
to protect, improve, or rehabilitate the environment. Revenues can be
raised for municipal investment in a range of environmental infrastructure
and services such as water purification and distribution, wastewater treat-
ment, drainage, sanitary landfilling, and public transportation. Cities can
also acquire land to increase recreational opportunities and protect sen-
sitive ecosystems. Additionally, municipalities can encourage other stake-
holders to make investments that improve environmental management.
For example, the environmental and other investments in upgrading slums
can unleash private resources for environmental improvement. Some of
the key investment options are summarized in Tables 7.1, 7.2, and 7.3.

Clarifying property rights can greatly improve management of air, water,
and land resources. Better definition of water rights can be used to promote
water conservation, defining and allocating discharge rights can help
control air and water pollution, and providing secure land tenure can
increase both public and private investment in housing and infrastructure
improvements. For example, the opportunity to own land gave slum
residents in Solo (Indonesia) the incentive to upgrade their plots and
neighborhoods, resulting in key improvements to water supply, drainage,
sanitation, solid waste management, and urban greening (Leitmann, 1999,
p. 254).

There is a range of land use controls that can be used to manage the
urban environment, including environmental zoning, acquisition, expro-
priation, easements, land exchanges, purchase or transfer of development
rights, land readjustment, and guided land development. Land use controls
can be effectively combined with infrastructure provision to guide devel-
opment away from environmentally sensitive areas; this was done in
metropolitan Jakarta to protect the city’s key watershed. Land use controls
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can also be blended with investment in public transportation and roads
to reduce congestion and air pollution, as was done in Curitiba, Brazil
(Rabinovitch and Leitmann, 1996).

The final set of tools—information, education, and research—are essen-
tial for developing awareness and knowledge of the urban environment.
Information about a city’s environmental situation can be acquired using
techniques such as rapid assessment, geographic and land information
systems, and environmental assessment. Access to this and other informa-
tion, via educational initiatives, underpins public consciousness of the
urban environment. Research is essential to close knowledge gaps about
the urban environment. Good research should yield information on the
characteristics of media-specific environmental problems, the dynamics of
environmental degradation, and the magnitude and distribution of impacts.

Policy instruments are more effective when they are used in mutually
supportive packages. The way that various instruments are selected and
used to reinforce each other will depend on a number of factors: (1)
urgency of the problem that needs to be addressed; (2) political, social,
and institutional acceptability of the solution; (3) cost and anticipated
benefits; (4) degree to which low-income and vulnerable groups benefit;
(5) compatibility with existing administrative, legal, political, and fiscal
regimes; (6) ease of monitoring and enforcement; and (7) harmony with
the city’s overall development strategy.

Another way of considering which policy options are most appropriate
is to link them to objectives that can differ according to a city’s level of
development. For example, a low-income city may place greater priority
on the objective of improving citizen access to environmental services
and infrastructure. Thus, it would pursue policy options such as regulation
(enforcing the legalization of connections to networks), direct investment
(obtaining funds to expand networks), and land use controls (regularizing
spontaneous settlements to lower the costs of infrastructure and service
provision).

Beyond these factors, several principles can be applied to assist in
selecting policy instruments for managing the environment. These princi-
ples are (1) look for win–win solutions in which two or more problems
are solved or both the environment and the economy benefit, (2) choose
the options that address the environmental problems of the poor and
vulnerable groups in a city, and (3) seek cost-effective approaches that
pay their way. These principles are elaborated with examples in the
following.

Win–win situations occur when a policy option or package solves more
than one problem or meets both environmental and economic objectives.
Curitiba (Brazil) is famous for its win–win approach to problems. For
example, the problems of flooding, housing exposed to environmental
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hazards, and lack of green space were solved by a program to resettle
riverbank dwellers, create artificial lakes, and turn these spaces into parks.
Floods are now a thing of the past, and green space rose from 0.5 to
50 m3 per citizen during a 20-year period of rapid population growth
(Leitmann and Rabinovitch, 1996). Win–win options that can yield both
environmental and economic returns include incentives to support low-
polluting or environment-related industries, investment in energy efficiency
and water conservation measures, modernization of industrial equipment
and processes, and recycling or reuse of wastes.

As many urban environmental problems disproportionately affect the
poor and vulnerable, who are least able to cope with or escape from
risks, environmental solutions should, at a minimum, benefit this segment
of society. In fact, a triple-win approach is advocated in the urban policies
of international aid agencies: urban development should help to alleviate
poverty, be environmentally sustainable, and contribute to economic pro-
ductivity (World Bank, 2002b). One way of ensuring that low-income
groups benefit is to target a package of management options on the
environmental problems of low-income neighborhoods.

The benefits and costs of policy options being considered should be
as explicit as possible. In the case of win–win solutions, both environ-
mental and economic benefits should be calculated. Distributional conse-
quences (who benefits) should also be estimated in order to determine
whether the poor will gain or lose. On the cost side, interventions that
match cost to users’ ability and willingness to pay should be favored.
Policy options that pay their own way by recovering costs are inherently
more financially sustainable than those that must be subsidized. However,
cost recovery can conflict with an emphasis on serving the poor, so
targeted subsidies or cross-subsidization may be warranted in particular
cases. Overall, the identification of options requires creativity so that the
full range of costs and benefits is considered.

Conclusion
The pace and style of urbanization have increased human exposure to a
number of environmental risks. The dynamics of urbanization and envi-
ronmental change are driven by a number of factors: the quality of
consumption, production, and economic growth; a city’s ability to cope
with population growth; relations between ecosystems and land use
patterns; and governance arrangements. These dynamics have resulted in
a set of human security issues—increased vulnerability of the urban poor,
problems of inadequate access to services, greater exposure to natural
and anthropogenic risks, and heightened global environmental threats.
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Fortunately, the urbanizing world can draw from a range of policy options
to increase security, manage the environment, and improve the quality of
life in cities.
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Introduction
Sustainability is an issue that has inspired policy makers, teachers, and
scientists. However, most of them got into problems when trying to make
this notion applicable. Rigby and Caceres (2001) identified more than 386
definitions of sustainability. This is not surprising as the notion of sus-
tainability was introduced as something that has to be referred to the
needs of future generations (United Nations Conference on Environment
and Development, 1992). The Dutch Scientific Counsel for Governmental
Policy, the WRR (1994), shows that sustainability is hard to quantify, as
nobody knows what future generations actually need. At best, the WRR
states that we might talk about “sustainable development” only. In other
words, present generations must leave some part of their available natural
resources for the benefit of future generations. Goewie (2002) observes
that sustainability is not a question of energy saving or efficient use of
natural resources only, but that it is an attitude as well. Röling (2002) says
that such an attitude is dependent on humankind’s willingness to leave
certain amounts of natural resources untouched.

Kremers (1993) examined 40 interpretations of sustainability related to
agricultural land use. He categorized them by means of the Multifaceted
Structured Entity Modelling (Rozenblit and Ziegler, 1986), an electronic
tool for classification and weighing of soft data, such as notions, descrip-
tions, definitions, and interpretations. He demonstrated that most descrip-
tions for sustainability of agricultural production systems are related to
potentialities of self-restoration of production factors used for farming. So
“sustainability” could be a function of the possibilities for self-restoration
inside a farm (see Table 8.1). Indeed, Smeding (2001) demonstrated that
biodiversity inside farms increases the longer they are managed organi-
cally. Is there more evidence for it? The next section gives an answer. 

Table 8.1 Dominating Items Found among Forty Descriptions of Sustainability 

Sustainability is related to:
An everlasting and achievable management objective
Cyclic processes
Application of renewable natural resources only
Biodiversity as carrier of self-organization in ecosystems
“Polluter pays” principles
Energy balances

Kremers, 1993.
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Biodiversity and Possibilities for Self-Restoration of 
Natural Resources

The aim of farming—control of conditions for the production of top
levels of biomass (a limited number of crops and animals)—is that of
striving for minimal disturbance of production conditions in soil, crops,
and animals (Porceddu and Rabbinge, 1997). Natural differences in soil
fertility are reduced through the use of synthetic compounds and various
tillage methods. Natural differences in one crop become leveled by means
of herbicides and with homogeneity among varieties. We may assume
therefore that the biodiversity of mainstream (capital-intensive) farms must
be low. So the possibilities for self-restoration of farm-bound natural
resources have no meaning for the farmers involved. All production
concerned is primarily the result of efficient use of external inputs.

So, the soil of such farms is considered as nothing more than a substrate
necessary for bearing some kind of production. But is the inverse true as
well? Is it reasonable to assume that increasing biodiversity contributes
automatically to the development of more self-restoration of farm-bound
living production factors such as soil fertility and prevention of diseases
or pests? We will address this question by way of three lines of approach:

� The relation between biodiversity and the type of soil use
� The relation between biodiversity and the development of a farm

as an agroecosystem
� The relation between biodiversity and the possibilities for self-

restoration inside agroecosystems. 

Relation between Biodiversity and the Type of Soil Use

Grime (1979) demonstrated an optimal connection between species
diversity and the standing crop: The maximal standing crop is correlated
with production limiting factors (stress) and/or with removal of the subsoil
biomass (disturbance). Bakker and van Wieren (1995) concluded that a
low-standing crop and species diversity could cohere with limitations in
production such as very dry, dark, salt, or nutriment-poor substrate. So a
high-standing crop and low species diversity could cohere with nutrient
rich substrates, where only some quickly growing species eliminate mod-
erately growing species easily. Naveh and colleagues (in Bakker, 1989)
found high species diversity in overgrazed pastures. He explained that
phenomenon by assuming that heavy grazing during long periods induces
evolutionary changes along with the introduction of new species. The
latter ones settle more easily the more the vegetation is kept open. Huston
(1979) demonstrates that the production of slowly growing standing crops
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combined with their removal at low frequencies induces high species
diversity. Species diversity remains low, however, when fast-growing
standing crops are combined with high harvest frequencies inside a farm.

Both situations correspond with an organic and a mainstream farm
production system, respectively (Mäder et al., 2002). Table 8.2 shows the
difference between the types of farms. 

Relation between Biodiversity and the Development of a Farm 
as an Agroecosystem

An ecosystem left to its own devices evolves gradually toward its next
succession under simultaneous leveling of abiotic variations of the soil
involved (Odum, 1971). Figure 8.1 shows that an ecosystem becomes
exhausted when it is prevented from evolving to its next succession phase
and drops back to its preceding succession phase (Bakker, 1989; Tilman,
1988). In other words, an ecosystem can only be kept in one and the
same succession phase when external inputs are introduced continuously.
Another possibility is that we stimulate the ecosystem to produce higher
amounts of the nutrients required by itself. That is the situation in organic
farms (see Table 8.2). The manager of an organic farm must therefore
enhance biodiversity in order to become able to produce all required
inputs.

Our conclusion is that a mainstream, capital-intensive farm is compa-
rable with a pioneer ecosystem in which natural differences in fertility of

Table 8.2 Overview of Characteristics of Two Popular Farming Systems

Description

Year 
Round 

Soil 
Coverage

Grow 
Rapidity of 
the Stand-
ing Crop

Number 
of Com-
modities 
per Farm

Soil Fertil-
ity of Pro-
duction 

Land

Farm-
bound 

Biodiver-
sity

Organic 
farming

Low-stand-
ing crops 
(slow-
growing), 
low harvest 
regime

High Slow and 
con-
trolled 
growing

High Low High

Main-
stream 
farming

High-stand-
ing crop 
(fast-grow-
ing), high 
harvest re-
gime

Low Fast and 
forced 
growing

Low High Low
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soil are leveled by means of external synthetic inputs. That makes rapid
growth and removal of biomass possible, thus preventing the increase of
farm-bound biodiversity. Similarly, an organic farm is comparable with
the succession phase after the pioneer phase, as natural differences in
soil fertility fluctuate with the extent of crop rotations involved. So there
must be a positive correlation with the complexity of soil use. 

Relation between Biodiversity and the Potentiality for 
Self-Restoration inside Agroecosystems

Ecologists contrast system approaches concerning life phenomena with
mechanistic approaches advocated by classical agroecologists. In system
approaches, it is more important to pay attention to the mutual relations
among system elements rather than to the individual elements (fixed
structures) themselves. Life processes determine structures of organisms
and ecosystems. Machinelike concepts start only from the structure of the

Figure 8.1 Succession phases in the development of ecosystems according to
Odum (1971) and De Zeeuw (1998). From an ecological point of view, intensive
agriculture (very much dependent on external synthetical inputs) is comparable
with an ecosystem in its pioneer phase. Organic farmers replace synthetical
external inputs by ecological principles (e.g., animal manure, leguminoses, pre-
dation) on purpose. Such a system focuses on maintaining (management) of food
chains among organisms. From an ecological point of view, organic farms could
therefore be considered as ecosystems in a phase directly after the pioneer phase.
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system. Machines follow the law of cause and effect: When they break,
there is a cause. Functioning of organisms is determined by cyclic running
information streams (feedback loops). Disturbances may originate in more
than one site and reinforced by positive feedback or become extinct by
negative feedback mechanisms. The first play a part in learning and
evolution processes, the latter in regulation of physiological processes
(e.g., body temperature, blood pressure).

Living beings and ecosystems are open systems. That means that they
must exchange energy and matter with their surroundings constantly. By
doing so they keep themselves far from their thermodynamic equilibrium.
Once they are dead they follow the second law of thermodynamics, and
their structure progresses from order to disorder.

The stability of organisms and ecosystems is not invariable, although
very dynamic (Verhoef and Daan, 1995; Altieri, 1995). They keep their
structures despite permanent variation and interchange of elements. Many
variables are mutually dependent and oscillate between an upper and a
lower limit, even when there is no disturbance. This condition (homeo-
stasis) is very flexible. It has many alternatives for interplay with its
surroundings (Figure 8.2). So there is dependence on the environment,
while there is also a relative autonomy, that is to say, maintenance of
organisms’ structure. Immunologic deficiencies among animals and human
beings demonstrate that systems autonomy is weak.

Life phenomena such as immunity and homeostasis are part of self-
regulation (Rossignol et al., 1998). A living system adapts itself to changes
in its environment as long as the regulation is not beyond its normal

Figure 8.2 Ecosystems may be investigated along two different points of view:
either from the structuring elements involved or from the system conditioning
processes. (Anonymous, 1993.)
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fluctuations of homeostasis (e.g., enhanced pulsation or loss of turgidity
during dry weather). When a variable is pushed toward its limit, there is
talk of stress. In such cases, the variable loses its elasticity and is no longer
able to adapt. When situations of stress continue, adaptation occurs by
complete and irreversible changes in the physiologic features of the system
(e.g., development of resistance against chemicals). If more extreme
adaptations are required, genotypical changes become necessary. They
provide ecosystems with more possibilities for variation or room for
flexibility. They are irreversible, however, for those individuals that are
part of the ecosystem concerned. Self-renewal by self-regulation is a very
important aspect of living systems. Organic farmers know how to manage
such processes. They especially use the following methods:

� Organic matter (e.g., manure, plant extractions) is applied instead
of synthetic chemicals (Habets and Oomen, 1997).

� Special organisms are used for natural production of required
substances, such as nitrogen fixing bacteria by leguminous plants
or phosphate mineralization by VA-Mycorrhiza (Dekkers and Van
der Werff, 2001; Lee, 2002).

� Farm bound food webs are reinforced (Lee, 2002; Smeding, 2001).

We may conclude again that a strong relation exists between bio-
diversity and possibilities for enhanced self-regulation of farm-bound
natural resources.

What implications do the preceding conclusions have for our possi-
bilities of making sustainability in farming measurable? This question will
be answered in the following sections.

Quantification of Sustainable Land Use
Stoyke and Waibel (1994) tried to make sustainable development of
production farms quantifiable. They state that sustainable development of
production farms is strongly related with farmers’ skill in reducing the
amount of nonrenewable natural resources necessary for production with
simultaneous maintenance of the farm’s profitability. Van Leeuwen (1993)
introduced the term restorability of natural resources. He defined
restorability as the regeneration of affected populations and ecosystems
to the situation before the situation of impairing. Restoration of impaired
ecosystems costs money and must be considered as costs of renewing
natural resources. Goewie and Van der Ploeg (1996) postulated that there
is a relation between the reduction of nonrenewable resources in land
use and the maintenance of profitability of that same land. That relation
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is tightened by an orthogonal basis. The relation concerned is a hyperbola
representing all different rates of sustainable land use.

A relation between sustainability (S) and self-organization of a living
system (s) was assumed. So

S ª f(s) (a)

In the preceding section, it was determined that the number of pos-
sibilities for self-regulation inside a production farm is proportional to its
level of biodiversity (b).

So

s ª f(b) (b)

Substitution of (a) by (b) results in

 S ª f(b) (c)

Consider this equation for a production farm: one using and one not
using synthetic chemicals. We may expect that biodiversity in the farm
using synthetic chemicals will be lower than in the farm that does not
apply synthetic chemicals (Zadoks, 1993; Stoyke and Waibel, 1999). Let
us compare both situations. First we consider the situation for a farm that
uses synthetic chemicals, and then we do the same for an organic farm,
one that does not apply synthetic chemicals at all.

When a farmer uses synthetic chemicals, we must expect that bio-
diversity on his farm (number of species per square meter) will be low
(Eijsackers et al., 1995). So low biodiversity must be a function of the
high expenses (E) that a farmer must incur for synthetic chemicals. So

b ª f(1/Esynthetic chemicals) ª f(1/Eexternal inputs) (d)

When a farmer does not use synthetic chemicals, we must expect that
biodiversity on his farm will be high (Kenmore, 1991; Van Schoubroeck,
1999; Smeding, 2001; Lee, 2002). This implies that more species will
compete for the same natural resources, such as nutrients, water, or space
(Ittersum and Rabbinge, 1997). According to Figure 8.1, such competition
will result in lower production per hectare. Lower production, or in other
words, higher loss of harvest, also implies lower income. Financial losses
might be quantified by taking into account current market prices (Haan
et al., 1993; Waibel, 1999). So a loss of harvest, expressed in kilograms
(kg) per hectare (ha) times the market price of the mainstream commodity
involved, could indicate the reduction of income. This figure could be
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considered as the price that a farmer has to pay if he wishes to produce
organically (without synthetic chemicals).

In this case, the farmer has to rely on biological control systems, on
possibilities for crop rotation (rational application of predators and antag-
onists), and on organic manure, available at his own farm. We call such
farm-bound natural resources internal input. Our way of reasoning permits
us to conclude that the price for the farmer’s confidence in his farm-
bound natural resources is quantifiable, namely, in the reduction of the
actual production times the market price of the commodity involved. So

b ª (Efarm bound natural resources) ª f(Einternal inputs) (e)

Substitution of equation (e) in (d) results in

Einternal inputs ª 1/Eexternal inputs (f)

This is a hyperbola, shown graphically in Figure 8.3.

Figure 8.3 Graphical presentation of equation (f). The curve sets all types of
agricultural land use that were realized in practice or has been mentioned in the
literature. The position of each type of agricultural land use, indicated at the
hyperbola, is arbitrary. The summit must be of a special meaning. The figure makes
two points clear. First, a high production goal cannot meet demands for sustain-
ability, and a low production goal cannot meet demands for profitability. Second,
integrated and agroecological agriculture are two types of agricultural land use
with differing priorities. Integrated farming gives an accent on profitability with
sustainability as a side product. Agroecological agriculture does the opposite. It
seeks profitability after having set the principles for sustainability. Which is better
is a matter of political and ethical decision making.
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Measuring Sustainability in Farming Systems

Figure 8.3 provides us an interesting opportunity for making a certain 
amount of sustainability measurable. Therefore, we have to consider the 
tangent of the hyperbola. So

 a = Eexternal inputs/Einternal inputs (g)

Both expenses (E) are quantifiable, so a must be knowable. When a
> 45°, then the farming system involved must be considered as unsus-
tainable (the farm consumes proportionally too much of irreversible natural
resources). When a < 45°, then the farming system involved must be
considered as sustainable (the farm leaves proportionally sufficient irre-
versible natural resources). But what happens if a = 45°?

When a = 45°, we expect that Eexternal inputs = Einternal inputs, or in other
words, a loss of income will be compensated by a similar reduction in
costs. That happens if the tangent touches the hyperbola at its summit.
At this point, the hyperbola establishes a type of land use that we could
call sustainable agriculture. Specifically, the internal farm-bound natural
resources are dynamic enough to buffer applied external inputs and to
compensate for income reduction due to lower production ambitions. The
summit of the hyperbole thus sets a form of agricultural land use that
must be also sustainable from a farm social–economic point of view.

This hypothesis also offers an interesting starting point for governmen-
tal policy making. For the situation in which a = 45°, entrepreneurs could
make their farm more sustainable by themselves without loss of profit-
ability since costs are lowered without loss of produce. However, when
a > 45° and the government wants to make agriculture more sustainable,
then it will have to subsidize. In the case of a < 45° and government
unwillingness to subsidize, market prices should increase. When neither
subsidies nor elevated market prices are possible and the government
compels sustainability by laws and regulations, then the farmer pays the
bill, which is not an acceptable option either (see Figure 8.4).

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Concept

Figure 8.5 shows the hyperbola Einternal inputs ª 1/Eexternal inputs at a randomly
chosen site of the abscissa and ordinate. But what does it mean when the
hyperbole appears at other sites between the abscissa and ordinate? We
consider four situations, when the hyperbola appears close to the origin
(of abscise and ordinate), far from the origin, moved away over the ordinate
from the origin, and moved away over the abscissa from the origin.
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If the hyperbola shows up close to the origin of abscissa and ordinate
and if its summit has the same distance to both axes, we may conclude
that the reduction of external inputs, in compensation for the loss of
production, makes no sense. Here, we encounter a situation of exhaustion.
Farming in such a situation is undesirable. We find such forms of land
use south of the Sahara in Africa (Sanchez et al., 1995). This happens
when soils have no form of buffering of water and nutrients. Availability
of water or nutrients decreases quickly to a minimum (Figure 8.5a).

If the hyperbola shows up far from the origin of abscissa and ordinate
and if its summit also has the same distance to both axes, we may conclude
the following. A reduction of external inputs for the compensation of a
loss of production only makes sense if market prices are high or if the
government subsidizes. Here we encounter a situation where agriculture

Figure 8.4 The summit of the hyperbola indicates where agricultural land use
fully buffers applied external inputs in a farming system. We may expect that
such buffering helps maintain self-organization in farm-bound natural resources.
So, the type of land use involved must be of a sustainable nature. Thus sustainable
farming is the theoretical optimum between the already existing “integrated
agriculture” on the one hand and “organic agriculture” on the other. A “sustain-
able farm” practically comes into existence when the growing efficiency of
external inputs in integrated systems, on the one hand, and the growing effec-
tiveness of productive capacities of farm-bound natural resources, on the other,
meet. We consider sustainable agriculture therefore as a mix of the best of both
types of land use and as acceptable, from a societal point of view, because the
loss of income, due to the reduction of harvest, is compensated by an equal
reduction of costs. If not, then the price of food should increase or the government
must subsidize.
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fully functions according to a free market system. In such a market, the
consumer compensates all costs involved with the production of his food,
including the costs for cleaning the environment, protecting of nature,
and maintaining a health-care system (Haan et al., 1993). Such a situation
is comparable with the market for industrial goods. All external costs
involved with industrial production are paid by industries themselves.
Industries finally charge the consumer. Here, the polluter pays principle
has been fully realized (Figure 8.5b).

If the hyperbola is moved over the ordinate, away from its origin, we
encounter the present situation of mainstream agriculture. This kind of
land use is dependent on synthetic external inputs, water, capital, and, in
the near future, transgenic organisms. In the last 15 years, agricultural
sciences, forced by the new insights from environmental and medical
sciences (Vito and Birnbaum, 1993), developed new types of agricultural
land use (Figure 8.5c). Farming has become more and more efficient

Figure 8.5 Four positions of the hyperbola representing the sets of all types of
agricultural land use realized in practice. Situation a (left, above) represents a
situation in which reduction of external inputs is almost useless, as farming must
happen in a resource poor (exhausted) production situation. Situation b (right,
above) represents a situation in which reduction of external inputs is fully com-
pensated by market prices. Situation c (left, below) represents the present situa-
tion of mainstream or integrated farming. Situation d (right, below) represents
the situation of organic farming.
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(Haverkort et al., 1997). That is to say, farmers can produce the same
with smaller amounts of external inputs. The resulting type of agricultural
land use is known as integrated agriculture. The basic principle in present
agricultural research assumes that the ratio output (O) versus input (I)
should tend to 1, or

(h)

Computer modeling facilitated by electronic information systems made
this principle achievable. The resulting farming systems became capital
intensive and more friendly to the surroundings of the production sites
involved. Profitability of such farms has to come from making the most
of upscaling (Ploeg, 1999). So integrated farming must result in large farms
that fully separate land use for agriculture and land use for nature (WRR,
1992). There are signs that this kind of land use will not be accepted by
the society (Anonymous, 1996). Consumers and environmental protection
organizations fear permanent dependency on chemicals and multination-
als. Consumers’ resistance to gene technology in open field systems or
unfriendly kinds of animal husbandry might be another herald (De Jonge
and Goewie, 2000).

If the hyperbola is moved over the abscissa, away from its origin, we
encounter the present situation of organic land use (Figure 8.5d). This
kind of land use fully depends on available farm-bound natural resources.
In the last 10 years, much research has been done in this field. The basic
principle followed by this so-called organic agriculture is that the farmer
is not allowed to introduce more nutrients (external inputs in general) to
his land than his crop or husbandry will remove by harvest or selling of
meat or milk. In other words, the farmer must produce under the strict
condition of input (I) equal to output (O) right from the beginning that
he decided to turn his farming system into an organic one, or

(i)

Biology and ecology as sciences and facilitated by information tech-
nology made this principle fully applicable. Figure 8.5 shows these
possibilities.

Conclusion
Our description of sustainability in farming accommodates various realistic
types of land use. Land use is in a state of sustainable development if

O I
TΔ = ∞ 1

O – I =  0
DT = 0
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the managers involved permanently strive for equilibrium between what
they apply to and what they remove from their land. So ecosystems will
not be burdened in an irreversible way. Integrated management of land
use systems strives for that equilibrium by trying to produce the same
with decreasing amounts of external inputs involved. Organic management
of land use systems substitutes external inputs with organic inputs. Organic
inputs are obtained from natural resources such as biological nitrogen
fixation, biological control of pests, or maintaining of a high level of
permanent soil fertility. Such resources are found in farm- or forest-bound
ecosystems. Management of such systems is therefore ecosystems oriented
and pays attention to the self-organizing properties of the ecosystems
concerned.

Another conclusion refers to the kind of scientific research needed.
Up to now, most agricultural research has been organisms (e.g., crops,
animals, pests) oriented (Goewie, 1997). So we learn more about less or
we spend more money on less needed knowledge. Sustainable develop-
ment of agriculture needs systems-oriented knowledge. This demands a
less disciplinary- or commodity-oriented attitude of researchers and
research institutes.
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Introduction
Many of the efforts undertaken to maximize the economic benefits derived
from tourism have concentrated on increasing the number of tourist arrivals,
the average length of stay, and the overall expenditure of tourists. Despite
boosting the overall gross domestic product (GDP) of less developed
countries (LDCs), tourism has had few salient benefits for those in the
outlying (rural) regions. One potential way of enhancing the economic
benefits of tourism to a destination is to expand the backward economic
linkages by increasing the amount of local agricultural products used in
the tourism industry. Not only does this contribute to positive economic
benefits, but it also contributes to the articulation and mutual support of
three related areas of sustainability: sustainable agriculture; sustainable
cuisine (also known as “slow food”), and the tourism industry, thus
supporting sustainable tourism.

All tourists eat while they are on holiday, and food is a significant
area of tourist expenditure. By focusing on the more sustainable produc-
tion and use of agricultural products in the tourism sector, along with
enhancing the economic benefit, a reduction in “product miles” and other
wastes can be realized. It has also been found that increasing numbers
of travelers are stating that local products are a key aspect of their travel
experience and that they believe that experiencing a country’s products
is essential to understanding its culture. Sustainable cuisine is becoming
a key part of an authentic travel experience. The development and
promotion of sustainable cuisine through operationalizing the “farm-to-
restaurant” concept can support sustainable agriculture by increasing
demand for local products, as well as contributing to the overall ethos
of sustainable tourism.

In terms of sustainability, the level of imported agricultural products
can affect the social and economic impacts of tourism. From an economic
point of view, there is an urgent need for the tourism sector, especially
in LDCs, to optimize their use of locally produced agricultural goods.

This chapter considers the relationship among sustainable agriculture,
sustainable cuisine, and the tourism industry, particularly as it relates to
sustainable tourism. Means for increasing the linkages among these three
areas of sustainability will be discussed. Barriers and facilitators to imple-
menting the farm-to-restaurant concept will also be explored through the
consideration of the Fiji Grown—From Farm-to-Table concept.

Sustainable Tourism: Bringing Food into the Equation
Because the tourism industry is reputedly the largest industry in the world
and one of the most significant economic sectors, the need to address its
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sustainability is critical. As discussed by Miller and Berno (2005), as many
areas of sustainable development have been, sustainable tourism was
originally approached from an environmental management platform. How-
ever, over the intervening years, a more holistic approach to sustainable
tourism has emerged, one that considers a broad range of stakeholders
and the multisectoral nature of the tourism industry.

The concept of sustainable tourism has contributed to an increased
interest in the use of local resources in tourism development and the idea
that host communities should benefit as much as possible from tourism
in terms of income and employment opportunities. Despite this broadening
of the conceptualization and operationalizaton of sustainable tourism,
scant attention has been paid to an essential component of the tourism
industry and tourist experience—that of the relationships among food
production, food consumption, and sustainable tourism.

Food and Tourism
Food is an essential component of tourism. It may seem obvious, but it
warrants mention that 100% of tourists eat when they travel, and dining
is consistently in the top three most popular tourist activities (National
Restaurant Association [US], 2003). It is estimated that food represents one
third of total tourist expenditure (Belisle, 1983). Yet for many countries,
particularly LDCs, food represents one of the highest areas of economic
leakage in tourism. The degree to which tourism in a country relies on
imported foods can significantly affect the social and economic impacts
of tourism. Importing foods results in a loss of foreign exchange earnings
and lost opportunities to expand and modernize local food production
and processing. This may result in a loss of local income and employment
(Telfer and Wall, 1996).

Despite an abundance of locally produced foods and food products,
in many LDCs much of the food served in the tourism sector is imported.
There are many reasons for the reliance on imported agricultural products.
Availability, price, consistency, and quality of local products are some of
the reasons cited (Telfer, 2000). Others have suggested that tourists demand
foods that are often not grown in the host region or are hesitant to try
local foods or cuisines (Gomes, 1997). Also posing threats to sustainability
are the “international” menus (which often include parodies of local dishes
rather than authentic local food) favored by many large hotels and resorts
and the proliferation of transnational fast-food and restaurant chains at
the expense of small locally owned enterprises (Swarbrooke, 1999; Torres,
2003).
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Despite these impediments, however, the benefits of tourism to a
destination can be enhanced by expanding the backward economic linkages
by increasing the amount of local foods used by the tourism industry
(Telfer and Wall, 1996). Creating and strengthening these back linkages
between tourism and the food production sectors can provide a proximate
market for locally produced products, while enhancing tourists’ experi-
ences by providing them with the opportunity to consume high-quality
local produce (Boyne, Williams, and Hall, 2001). Enhancing linkages
between agriculture and tourism presents significant opportunities for
stimulating local production, retaining tourism earnings in the locale and
improving the distribution of economic benefits of tourism to rural people
(Torres, 2003).

The benefits of increased linkages between tourism and agriculture go
beyond just “what is on the plate” and include the generation of a range
of both direct and indirect demands for agricultural products and services
related to tourism (Fox and Cox, 1993). These interactions are summarized
in Table 9.1. These demands can result in a variety of positive outcomes,
including a reduction in product miles and other wastes (for further
discussion on product miles and waste reduction see The Logistics Busi-
ness, 2003; Food Initiatives Group, 2003; Treesponsibility, 2003; Pirog, Van
Pelt, Enshayam, and Cook, 2001); enrichment of localities and economic
links; more attractive, vital, and viable rural areas; a more vibrant and
locally distinctive tourism; and greater economic and social well-being for
the host community (Gordon, 1999).

Linking Sustainable Cuisine and Sustainable Agriculture
Despite Gomes’s (1997) observation that some tourists are reluctant to try
local foods and cuisines, an increasingly significant number of travelers
are stating that food is a key aspect of the travel experience and that they
believe experiencing a country’s food is essential to understanding its
culture (Condé Nast Publications, Inc., and Plog Research, 2001, cited in
Deneault, 2002). In the wake of globalization and the “homogenization”
of tourism experiences, increasing numbers of tourists are seeking authen-
tic experiences. Food, or gastronomy, is one means of expressing authentic
local culture or heritage (Haukeland and Jacobsen, 2001; Richards, 2002).

The increasing appeal of gastronomy and locally sourced cuisine in
tourism results in part from processes in society at large. People’s interests
in food quality, ecological concerns about the needs for increased sus-
tainable agricultural practices, health and nutrition concerns, a more
sophisticated knowledge of food and beverages, and acquired information
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about different cuisines are impacting tourists’ expectations and behaviors
when they travel (Haukeland and Jacobsen, 2001).

This movement toward “authentic” regional or local cuisine is not
exclusive to the domain of tourism. In response to the growth of fast
foods, the concept of slow foods or sustainable cuisine has emerged.
Believing that in the name of productivity, contemporary society (“Fast
Life”) has changed humans’ ways of being, threatening the environment
and landscapes, the sustainable cuisine movement considers that the
defense against these unsustainable practices should begin with the redis-
covery of regional foods and cooking. The movement has progressed
from a sole focus on pure gastronomy toward ecology and a dedication
to sustaining the land and farmers who produce artisanal foods. “The ‘eco’
part of [this] ecogastronomic movement necessitate[s] a new focus on
education of the entire food continuum, from soil to table” (Martins, 2001,
p. xiv). Thus the slow-food movement makes the critical linkage between
sustainable agriculture and sustainable cuisine.

Table 9.1 Tourism and Agriculture Interactions

Production Related Consumption Related

Direct Indirect

Production of the food that tourists 
eat, including aspects such as:

Agri- and horticultural food 
production

Sustainable agricultural systems
Food processing
Supply chain management
Impact on destinations’ food 

production

Tourists’ consumption of food, 
including aspects such as:

Food choices
Service sector management studies
Food safety
Impacts on destinations’ food 

consumption

Indirect Indirect

Land, labor, and capital: competition 
and complimentarity between the 
tourism and food production 
sectors

Creation and maintenance of 
landscapes and settings

Creation of facilities
Mutually beneficial transport 

improvements (i.e., tourism related 
transport improvements that 
enhance agricultural distribution)

Tourists’ consumption of agricultural 
landscapes and settings

Food as a destination image 
component or marketing and 
promotion tool

Consumption of agritourism 
products and services such as farm 
parks and visitor attractions

Adapted from Boyne, Williams, and Hall, 2002. 



212 � Tracy Berno

Sustainable cuisine is a pattern of eating that derives from a sustainable
food system and supports the goals of such a system. Sustainable cuisine
is an approach to gastronomy that ensures, rather than compromises, the
ability of future generations to enjoy an abundant, nourishing, wholesome,
flavorful, and safe food supply. Toward this goal, sustainable cuisine
features foods that are grown in environmentally responsible ways and
that are processed, marketed, and consumed as close as possible to the
farms on which they were grown (Wilkins, 1999).

Sustainable cuisine promotes local food economies, “system[s] of pro-
ducing, processing and trading, primarily of organic and sustainable forms
of food production, where the physical and economic activity is largely
contained and controlled within the locality or region where it was
produced, which delivers health, economic, environmental and social
benefits to the communities in those ar eas” (Sustain, 2002, p. 4)
(Figure 9.1).

The tourism industry can take advantage of the growing interest in
sustainable food systems and sustainable cuisine by promoting and using
more local products throughout the industry, while meeting travelers’
needs for an authentic, high-quality experience. By forging stronger link-
ages between agriculture and tourism through the development and
promotion of sustainable cuisine, a symbiotic relationship between these
sectors can be established.

The Farm-to-Restaurant Concept
By adopting the principles of sustainable cuisine, critical linkages between
the tourism industry and sustainable agriculture can be forged, thus
furthering a holistic approach to sustainable tourism (see Figure 9.2).

One way of operationalizing the articulation among the areas of
sustainable agriculture, sustainable cuisine, and the tourism industry is
through the development and promotion of the farm-to-restaurant concept,
which can support sustainable agriculture by increasing demand for local
products. The farm-to-restaurant concept promotes a high-quality tourism
product through a value chain, which supports the use of local agricultural
products within the tourism industry (Berno, 2003; Center for Corporate
Citizenship at Boston College [CCCBC], 2002). The farm-to-restaurant con-
cept does not have to stop at the dining experience. As indicated in Table
9.1, it can also lead to a range of related direct and indirect agritourism
activities and products, including floriculture, food festivals, farm visits,
factory tours, and value-added products, such as souvenir food merchan-
dise, thus further enhancing the benefits to the local community.
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The farm-to-restaurant concept does not involve the farmers and res-
taurateurs. As in most initiatives to support sustainable development, to
operationalize the farm-to-restaurant concept successfully, a broad range
of stakeholders must be involved. These include interests such as relevant
government ministries (e.g., tourism, agriculture, fisheries, environment),
national food production, pastoral and agricultural associations, providers
of tourism and hospitality education, chefs and/or hotel management,
national and local tourism organizations, communities of interest (rural
producers, individuals with relevant expertise, etc.), and others with
interests in rural development and the agricultural and tourism sectors.

Figure 9.1 Economic framework for strategic interventions and determinants of 
the supply and demand for local food. (From Sustain, 2002, p. 5. With permission.)
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Just as the farm-to-table concept has a range of stakeholders, the
beneficiaries of successful implementation are equally broad. They include
the following:

� Regional agricultural producers and the regional rural sector
through increases in production and sales of local products

� Regional tourism and hospitality students through additional train-
ing opportunities

� Providers of regional tourism and hospitality education through
additional training materials and expert training (e.g., master’s
classes)

� Employees in the tourism and hospitality sector through improve-
ments in the tourism food products available and increased training
opportunities

� Hotels through improvements in the range and quality of tourism
food products available, opportunities for professional develop-
ment of staff, opportunities for niche marketing of local cuisine
and potential agritourism associated with local production

� National and regional hotel associations through improvements in
the tourism food products available, opportunities for professional
development of members, and marketing opportunities for regional
cuisine

� Regional and national tourism organizations through improve-
ments in the overall tourism product, opportunities for niche mar-
keting of regional cuisine, and potential agritourism associated with
local production

Figure 9.2 The relationships among sustainable agriculture, sustainable cuisine, 
the tourism industry, and sustainable tourism.

Tourism
Industry

Sustainable
Tourism

Sustainable
Agriculture

Sustainable
Cuisine
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� Regional governments through increased sustainable rural devel-
opment, revenue from the sale of local products, and the potential
to develop additional niche markets (regional cuisine and agritour-
ism)

� Tourists through improved range and quality of foods available,
enhanced cultural experiences through eating local products, niche
market of regional cuisine, and agritourism

� Tourism and hospitality academic community through additional
knowledge and information about the links among sustainable rural
development, agricultural production, and the tourism industry
(Berno, 2003).

Implemented well, the farm-to-table concept links sustainable agricul-
ture, sustainable cuisine, and the tourism industry, resulting in positive
outcomes for a broad range of beneficiaries.

Situating the Linkages within the Context
Despite the potential positive benefits of a concept such as farm-to-
restaurant, as discussed, increasing the linkages between tourism and
agriculture has numerous challenges that must be overcome. There is no
simple formula for increasing the use of local agricultural products in the
tourism industry. As Torres (2003) points out, the examination of tourism
and agriculture must be situated within the local farming development
context of the host country destination.

There are numerous examples of successful strategic alliances between
primary agricultural producers and the tourism industry. For example, the
broad-based community development Hui Mea’ai project in Kauai, Hawaii,
teaches producers to grow, market, and distribute top-quality agricultural
products. The products are then sold to tourism operators or partners
such as the Kauai Marriot Hotel, which incorporate the products into
innovative dishes, highlighting the regional cuisine. The project started in
1998, and in that first year of operation, sold 5,834 pounds of produce.
By 1999, sales had increased to 32,498 pounds. As of 2002, there were
56 growers involved in the cooperative, supplying 25 local tourism oper-
ators (CCCBC, 2002).

Not all tourist destinations have the benefit of the technology, transport
infrastructure, or technical advice to support a large-scale cooperative such
as the one in Kauai, hence the importance of considering the context.
Kleins Camp in Tanzania, for example, is one of the most remote safari
camps in Tanzania. Fulfilling its requirements for fresh produce without
relying on costly imported goods required an innovative approach. In this
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context, the solution was in the form of the establishment of a small
garden outside the staff village to supplement the weekly supplies being
brought in from town. One staff member was employed to run the garden
and plans were developed to pay for the vegetables once the garden was
established. The gardener now employs two people to help him meet the
needs, and the Kleins Camp supplies all the other camps in the Serengeti
and two local villages. The gardener is no longer on the payroll as he is
able to support himself through the profits of the operation (Gordon,
1999).

The examples presented illustrate how a well-planned, contextually
appropriate agriculture and tourism project can meet with success over
the longer term. However, in many instances, there are challenges to the
successful sustainability of these types of projects. The case of Fiji’s Fiji
Grown—From Farm-to-Table is discussed next to give an example of some
of the situational factors and issues that need to be addressed in promoting
the articulation of sustainable agriculture, sustainable cuisine, and the
tourism industry.

Fiji Grown—Implementing the Farm-to-Restaurant 
Concept
In global terms, the countries of the South Pacific* account for only 0.15%
of the world’s international tourist arrivals, but this small number is enough
for tourism to be the mainstay of the region’s economy. For many small
South Pacific island states with minimal exploitable natural resources,
tourism is one of their only (if not the only) development options.

Traditionally, tourism to the South Pacific has been predicated on the
“Sun, sea, sand” image associated with larger-scale mass tourism. In the
South Pacific, this form of tourism has often resulted in a high degree of
economic leakage and poor multiplier effect. So, despite boosting the
overall GDP of South Pacific nations, tourism has had few salient benefits
for those in the outlying (rural) regions.

One area of tourism in the South Pacific that has experienced a high
degree of economic leakage is the food and catering sector. As do many
small island developing nations, Fiji experiences a high degree of leakage
of the tourism dollar (the most recent estimate is over 60% [Tourism
Council of the South Pacific (TCSP), 1990]), and much of that is attributed
to leakage through imported foodstuffs in the hotel and resort sector. Both
the Ministry of Tourism (2002) and the South Pacific Tourism Organisation
(SPTO) (2003) have identified a need to increase the linkages between

* Members of the South Pacific Tourism Organisation (SPTO).
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tourism and agricultural production to address the retention of tourism
revenue.

From an economic point of view, there is an urgent need for the
tourism industry in Fiji to optimize the use of locally produced food.
Despite this need, however, significant impediments inhibit the increased
use of local products in the tourism sector. These barriers include the
need to prepare local foods in ways acceptable to the tourist palate, a
lack of confidence of chefs in the use of local foods for tourist consump-
tion, and irregular availability and poor quality control in the production
processing and distribution of local food products for the tourism sector
(Berno, 2003; Fiji Hotel Association, 1999; Naikatini, 1999).

In an attempt to address the problem, in 1986 the then Tourism Council
of the South Pacific (now the South Pacific Tourism Organisation) com-
missioned the writing of a tropical foods cookbook for hotels, Cooking
the South Pacific Way—A Professional Guide to Fiji Produce. To ensure
supply of local products to support the recipes in the book, the project
was linked with primary agricultural production, with an expectation that
the Ministry of Agriculture would assist through encouraging the increased
production and supply of the foods discussed in the book. The projected
outcome of this effort was for hotels to be able to obtain adequate local
products to help reduce the reliance on imported fruits and vegetables.

Fifteen hundred copies of the book were produced and distributed
throughout the region, most in Fiji. The recipes appeared to be useful to
chefs, and most hotels began to use some locally grown vegetables on a
more regular basis. However, many chefs complained that the supply of
local fruits and vegetables was irregular and of inconsistent quality. Unfor-
tunately, essential linkages among hotel chefs, purchasing officers, and
the Ministry of Agriculture lacked coordination, and the project, despite
its initial encouraging success, was not sustainable.

It has now been 15 years since the book went out of print. Recent
research (Cummins, 2002; Fiji Hotel Association, 1999) suggests that many
chefs currently working in the tourism industry lack the knowledge and
skills to use tropical foods in Western-type menus. There is now an urgent
need to revisit the project and support its implementation with an efficient
local food supply system, thus both supporting the rural production
sectorand reducing economic leakage in the tourism industry. A situational
analysis, however, reveals that there are barriers that must be overcome
before the Fiji Grown concept can be implemented and sustained.

A Situational Analysis of the Fiji Context

Fiji is a small island nation, comprising over 300 islands, with a population
of just fewer than 750,000. The majority of the population is almost evenly
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split between indigenous Fijians and Indo-Fijians (the descendents of
indentured laborers taken to Fiji in the late 1880s to work in the sugarcane
fields). There are also small minorities of Chinese, Europeans, and other
Pacific Islanders resident in Fiji. The tourism industry attracts approximately
400,000 visitors to Fiji per annum, most of whom stay in resorts in the
drier west of the main island of Viti Levu, which is also the area of the
highest agricultural production.

As a result of the composition of the population, there are a number
of cuisines in Fiji, many of which have been adopted and adapted from
other cultures. Indo-Fijian, Chinese, and indigenous Fijian cuisines are all
available, as are foods from many Western and Asian traditions. Most of
these foods are represented in some form on the menus of the hotels
and resorts, though for the most part, menus reflect a bias toward “West-
ern”-style foods, which often require imported ingredients. The Pacific
Islands, including Fiji, however, are not generally highly regarded for their
cuisine, and it would be fair to say that they are not considered to be a
destination for culinary tourism. When one thinks of Fiji, it is inevitably
the ubiquitous “sun, sea, sand” image that comes to mind, rather than
culinary experiences.

Despite this, there are opportunities to increase the linkages between
tourism and agriculture through the development of a distinctive sustain-
able cuisine, a “Fiji–Pacific cuisine.” A brief strengths, weaknesses, oppor-
tunities, and threats (SWOT) analysis highlights some of the facilitators
and barriers to forging articulations among sustainable agriculture, sus-
tainable cuisine, and the tourism industry in Fiji.

Strengths

The Fiji context offers potential for improving the variety, quality, and
value of the food experience.

� An abundance of well-trained chefs working in the industry
� Increasing interest in organic production in the agricultural sector
� Strong linkages between cuisine and culture in Fiji
� Food a year-round, 24-hour-a-day product
� Food almost unexploited in terms of a tourism attribute in Fiji
� Broad range of good local products (food and floriculture) available

Weaknesses

� Nonexistent or poor international perception of Fiji–Pacific cuisine
� Lack of a clearly defined Fiji–Pacific cuisine
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� Many local treatments of food products unacceptable to the tourist
palate

� Lack of resources for education and training on the preparation of
indigenous products for the tourism sector

� Lack of organization(s) focusing on the development of local
products as part of the overall Fiji tourism product

� Need for public and private sector stakeholders to form new
strategic alliances and partnerships in order for Fiji Grown to work

� Need to market internationally the concept of Fiji Grown

Opportunities

� Work with stakeholders to develop and implement fully the Fiji
Grown concept

� Promote sustainable cuisine to tourists by working with industry
and producers to create local and export-ready products

� Increase Fiji Grown promotional activities and partnerships with
the industry (major hotels, destination marketing organizations,
transport, and accommodation sectors)

� Creation of “value-added” products such as souvenir food items,
and farm tours

� Capitalize on the excellent growing conditions in Fiji to grow both
indigenous products as well as high-demand exotics

Threats

� Lack of sustainability of previous initiatives
� Lack of confidence of some chefs in the use of local foods for

tourist consumption
� Tourist preferences for familiar (i.e., non-Pacific) foods
� Irregular availability and poor quality control in the production,

processing and distribution of local food products for the tourism
sector

� Budget constraints that make it difficult for some operators to adopt
Fiji Grown (e.g., use of fresh flowers and fruit baskets in hotel
rooms, flower garlands upon arrival etc.)

� Negative perception of food in Fiji that may make promotion of
the concept of Fiji Grown challenging (Berno, 2003)
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The Way Forward for Fiji Grown

It is clear that the potential exists in Fiji to forge stronger relationships
between the agriculture and tourism industries, and there are some exam-
ples of successful relationships active in this area. For example, several
of the “top-end” boutique resorts in the country have developed distinctive
Fijian cuisines, and several grow their own organic produce to support
their requirements. These resorts have excellent international reputations
for the quality of their foods. However, because of their exclusivity, the
impacts of their initiatives on the Fiji tourism industry as a whole are
relatively minor.

On the other end of the scale, budget “backpacker”-type accommoda-
tions often source much of their food products locally, as this is often a
less expensive option than purchasing costly imported goods. Additionally,
many small-scale backpacker operations in Fiji are indigenously owned
and managed. As such, staff often do not have the training or skills to use
exotic ingredients and therefore rely on local products cooked in more
traditional ways. As with the boutique end of the tourism industry, however,
backpackers comprise only a small share of the in-bound tourism market.

The majority of in-bound tourism to Fiji can be described as mass
tourism. This is often the most difficult sector of the tourism industry in
which to make inroads in terms of introducing sustainable cuisine. Even
in this area, however, some producers have been successful in increasing
their supplies to the larger resorts. One initiative has seen the formation
of a local agricultural cooperative that now supplies fresh produce directly
to the Outrigger Reef Resort, one of the largest resorts in the country.
Another successful initiative, spearheaded by the executive chef of one
of the larger chains of hotels in the country, the Tanoa Group, has led
to the use of more local ingredients on the menus throughout the prop-
erties in the group (Berno, 2003).

On this larger scale, there are numerous salient benefits to a broad range
of stakeholders should a sustainable Pacific cuisine be successfully devel-
oped and implemented industrywide. Fiji Grown has the potential to
contribute to sustainable rural development, support the agricultural sector,
and reduce economic leakage by addressing the ongoing need to increase
the production and use of local products in the main mass tourism sector
through: (1) developing sufficient, reliable, high-quality local foods for
hotels; (2) training chefs in the cooking and presentation of local produce;
(3) providing chefs and tourism and hospitality educators with education
and training about local food recipes suitable for modern hotel menus; (4)
introducing the “Healthy Food” concept as an integral component of
tourism and hospitality education and hotel catering; (5) using local high-
quality cuisine as a marketing tool for hotels adopting the program; while
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(6) ensuring that the health and nutrition of rural producers is not com-
promised by the diversion of food supplies to the hotels (Berno, 2003).

However, lessons learned from past efforts, as well as the situational
analysis, suggest that the way forward for Fiji Grown requires careful
consideration of the particularities of the Fiji context. The successful
linkages already achieved can serve as examples of how the Fiji Grown
concept can be implemented and sustained. Further work and research,
however, are required to take the initiative countrywide.

Conclusion
One of the most important areas of the tourism industry is that of food
production and consumption. Ironically, however, despite the fact that all
tourists eat as part of their tourist experience, this is an area that has
received little attention in the tourism literature. Much has been written
about sustainable tourism, yet few initiatives have been undertaken to
consider the relationship between sustainable agriculture and sustainable
tourism. Yet not only can better linkages between agriculture and tourism
result in higher levels of economic retention, they can contribute signifi-
cantly to the ethos of sustainable tourism.

Increasingly, as destinations seek to differentiate themselves in the
market, a distinctive local cuisine can be used as a tool for promotion.
This further serves to reinforce the increasing desire of tourists for “authen-
tic” experiences. What could be more authentic than partaking of regional
cuisine, prepared with fresh regional ingredients? Sustainable cuisine,
which supports sustainable agriculture, can be an integral tool for sus-
tainable tourism.

As Boyne, Williams, and Hall (2001, p. 5) point out,

where destination areas’ [high-quality] food and beverage [and
other] production are utilized to strengthen the tourism product,
and tourists are encouraged to purchase and consume locally
produced [products], thereby stimulating local primary produc-
tion sectors, we see a bi-directional development process—food
production for tourism and tourism for food production.
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Introduction
In terms of recent legislation in South Africa, there is a strong focus on
progressively building local government into an effective, frontline devel-
opment agency capable of bringing about the social and economic uplift-
ing of local communities. Municipalities are no longer mere providers of
services such as water and electricity. Rather, the emphasis has shifted to
developmental local government, whereby it is the central responsibility
of municipalities to work together with local communities to find sustain-
able ways to meet their needs and improve the quality of their lives. In
this context, municipalities are required to produce integrated develop-
ment plans that form the framework for development projects within the
local government sphere. Within this framework, municipalities need to
initiate and design development projects together with local communities.

In this regard, the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996,
Act 108) indicates the objectives of local government in Section 152 as to
ensure the provision of services to communities in a sustainable manner
and to encourage the involvement of communities and community orga-
nizations in the matters of local government. Furthermore, the Constitution
stipulates the developmental duties of municipalities in Section 153. In
this regard, it is stated that a municipality must structure and manage its
administration, budgeting, and planning processes to give priority to the
basic needs of the community and to promote the social and economic
development of the community.

It is, therefore, apparent that the Constitution upholds and entrenches
the right of existence of local government, especially in respect to ensuring
sustainable development. The White Paper on Local Government (1998,
Notice 423) is another policy framework that has significant implications
for local government in South Africa. The White Paper puts forward a
vision of “developmental local government” that centers on working with
local communities to find sustainable ways to meet their needs and
improve the quality of their lives. The White Paper provides the following
approaches to assist municipalities to become more developmental:

� Integrated development planning and budgeting
� Performance management
� Working together with local citizens and partners

Evidently, planning and management for development must also com-
bine—integrate—key aspects of development such as social, economic,
environmental, ethical, infrastructural, and spatial. Achieving such integra-
tion requires municipalities to mobilize the participation, commitment, and
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energies of residents and stakeholders by establishing participatory pro-
cesses that are constructive and effective.

This chapter devotes attention to the need for active community
participation in project conception, as well as the various mechanisms or
strategies that can be utilized by South African municipalities to bring
about integrated development. With respect to the strategies to enhance
community participation within the local government sphere, particular
emphasis will be placed on the need for municipal–community partner-
ships in South Africa with specific reference to the need to engage
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in local development initiatives.
Before delving into the analysis, it is worth clarifying the characteristics
of development projects.

Characteristics of Development Projects
Oosthuizen (1994, p. 42) defined a project as any undertaking with a
known starting point and specific objectives by which completion is
identified. Similarly, Kerzner (1992, p. 2) considered a project to be any
series of activities that has a specific objective to be completed within
certain specifications; has defined start and end dates; and consumes
resources such as finance, personnel and equipment.

Atkins and Milne (1995, pp. 3–5) distinguish between conventional
and development projects. It is asserted that development projects extend
the project activities, output, and time frame beyond the scope of con-
ventional projects by encouraging and assisting the beneficiary community
to participate actively in the project and to take ownership, insofar as
possible, of the asset created; maximizing the short-, medium- and long-
term project benefits to alleviate poverty in a sustainable and replicable
manner; using the project as a vehicle for training and building the capacity
of the local community; enhancing employment opportunities through the
use of labor-intensive technologies; and minimizing negative environmen-
tal impact and thereby enhancing sustainability.

It is interesting to note from the preceding that development projects
are primarily characterized by an emphasis on engaging the beneficiary
community in those attempts by local government to meet basic needs.
Added to this, development projects are furthermore characterized by
attempts to create jobs and build the capacity of beneficiary communities
in a sustainable, viable, and transparent manner.

To facilitate such attempts, municipalities can make use of the project
management cycle as a framework within which to manage development
projects. This project management cycle comprises various interrelated
and interdependent phases, namely, (1) project conception, whereby the
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need for a development project is identified and a project proposal is
formulated; (2) project preparation, whereby a project proposal is sub-
jected to a series of stringent feasibility analyses before being submitted
to a higher authority for appraisal; (3) project implementation, whereby
the actual work is done to give effect to the objectives of the project; and
(4) project evaluation, whereby the effectiveness and efficiency of the
project in terms of goal attainment are determined (Nel, 1999).

The discussion in this chapter focuses on the need for community
participation in managing local development projects. Thus, it is essential
for municipalities to identify, formulate, and implement project proposals
that meet community needs, but through the widest possible consultation
with and participation of community members.

Community Members and Project Development 
Management
Chandler (1988, p. 175) defines community participation as the direct
involvement of the local community in the processes of policy formulation,
administrative decision making, and program implementation. Further-
more, Scruton (1982, p. 345) implies that decisions made should involve
and be acceptable to those affected by them. Thus, the making and
implementation of decisions relating to development in the local govern-
ment sphere should not be done in isolation of the local community being
served.

Braun (2003, p. 188) asserts that the demand for participation of the
people affected by development projects is neither incidental nor
unfounded. In this regard, there has been a sobering realization that no
matter how technically correctly they are planned and however well
intended in economic terms, development projects often fail because they
were planned and executed in a top-down fashion “amid serene disregard
of the real-life conditions of the people affected.” The result is that the
target groups cooperate only haltingly, demonstrate at times a great deal
of apathy, and manifest “project resistance.” Participation is therefore
advocated as an instrument to increase and stabilize project success and
sustainability.

In this respect, Brown (1995, p. 46) adds that community participation
can be defined as an active process by which beneficiary or client groups
influence the direction and execution of a project rather than merely being
consulted or receiving a share of the benefits. This definition has some
important implications for the project management cycle. It implies that
(1) the context of participation is the definition of the scope of the project,
after which technical and managerial aspects need to be decided on by
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the project manager and the project team; (2) the community affected by
the proposed project is the focus in that the acceptance by community
members of the project is crucial to the eventual success of the manage-
ment of the project; (3) community participation involves collective action
by the community as a group or a couple of groups, and a major task
for the project manager is ensuring that the community is organized in a
manner whereby it can act in concert to advise on issues relating to the
project.

It is added that in eliciting participation from beneficiary communities,
the municipality needs to engage in a two-way communication process
with the community concerned. This basically entails engaging the com-
munity in project conception to determine their needs and expectations,
and being responsive to identified community needs, and informing the
community of progress being made in projects undertaken to meet these
needs.

Community and participation are linked in such a way as to render
ideas of community unsustainable without the processes of participation
to reinforce and develop a collective sense of identity, interest, and place
(Smith and Beazley, 2000, p. 858). In an attempt to encourage a more
enlightened dialogue on community participation, Arnstein (1969) devel-
oped a typology, or ladder, of community participation. This typology
identifies eight levels of participation moving from nonparticipation,
through degrees of tokenism, to the higher levels whereby citizens gain
increasing levels of decision-making power. This typology is illustrated in
Figure 10.1.

Although this typology provides a helpful starting point for an analysis
of community participation, Burns and associates (1994, p. 161) identify
a number of problems with this model. First, it is argued that Arnstein’s
typology should not represent the rungs of the ladder as equidistant, in
that experience has shown that it is far easier to climb the lower rungs
than to scale the higher ones. Second, it is necessary to distinguish more
clearly between participation and control. In this respect, these authors
identify four spheres of citizen power: individual, neighborhood, local
governance, and national governance. It is pointed out that it is quite
possible for citizens to enjoy a high degree of power within the second
sphere yet comparatively little within the third. This may be due to
municipalities’ jealously maintaining control over strategic and policy-
making matters. Alternatively, citizens may be denied power within the
third sphere because local strategic powers have been absorbed by the
national government. It is worth noting that “whoever controls strategy
controls the script, because resources and operational practices tend to
flow from the former and not the other way around” (Burns et al., 1994,
p. 159).
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With respect to community participation, it is helpful to distinguish
between informing and consulting and decentralized decision making.
Davis (1997, p. 31) elaborates by defining consultation as an exchange
between citizens and their government, between those who make policy
and those affected by policy choices. However, consultation does not
involve any fundamental shift in ultimate responsibility for decision making
in that decisions are still made by the municipality. Thus, local government
retains control, even when delegating some choices to the community.

Closely related to consultation is informing. Progressive municipalities
have recognized that sound approaches to community involvement need
to be supported by high-quality information. Clearly, a prerequisite of

Figure 10.1 Ladder of community participation. (From Arnstein, 1969, p. 216.)
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meaningful participation by the community is the provision of clear,
understandable information about local decisions and policies and the
reasons for these, as well as the services to which they are entitled. In
other words, citizens should be consulted about the level and quality of
services they receive and, where possible, be given a choice about services
that are provided, as well as full and accurate information about services
to which they are entitled.

However, it should be noted that beneficiary communities tend to react
negatively to proposals that affect them and have been identified and
formulated without their involvement. The result is skepticism of the
community in respect to the motives and intentions of the local govern-
ment managers, especially when it appears that all the important decisions
have already been made. In this respect, a top-down approach to com-
munity participation whereby local government managers merely inform
communities of decisions already taken without their involvement needs
to be avoided. Furthermore, a paternalistic approach to consultation should
be guarded against since communities resent the attitude that professionals
“know what is best” for them. Finally, consultation and information should
not be utilized merely to legitimize decisions made by the local council.
Rather, community members need to be engaged in making decisions
relating to development projects to be undertaken by the municipality.

To facilitate this, community participation may take on the form of
decentralized decision making. This involves the local authority committing
itself to taking into account the views of the community before decisions
are made. This further requires a transfer of at least some power, and
citizens acquire genuine bargaining influence. However, Section 32(2) of
the Municipal Structures Act stipulates that any delegation or instruction
(1) must be in accordance with the Constitution; (2) be in writing; (3) be
subject to any limitations, conditions, and directions the local council may
impose; (4) include the power to subdelegate a delegated power; (5) not
divest the council of the responsibility concerning the exercise of the
power; and (6) be reviewed when a new council is elected.

The Integrated Development Planning Manual emphasizes that the IDP
process is an integrated approach to development planning with all sectors
and functions working together in pursuit of a common vision. Community
participation must be structured to enhance interaction of the various
sectors. Structures that represent a wide range of sectoral interests and
expertise will stand a greater chance of developing holistic sustainable
solutions. This should in turn foster greater cooperation and coordination
between a wide range of development agencies and establish a culture
of integration across municipal departments.

In this regard, an effective decentralized decision-making process will
be characterized by representative attendance at workshops and public
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meetings, the filtering of information down to the man and woman in the
street, few incidents of conflict during meetings and workshops, and
continuous progress in the planning process. Moreover, a large measure
of consensus between stakeholders and role players; clear mandates for
participants; clear, supported terms of reference for all participants; and
clear and agreed-to codes of conduct for all participative sessions are
other characteristics of such decentralization.

In short, a halfhearted approach to community participation will not
deliver these results. Municipalities need to give community participation
careful thought and make full use of all available resources to assist with
the process. Some municipalities will require more complex community
participation processes than others. For instance, large municipalities with
a history of tension or conflict between various community groups will
need processes that take this history into account. In such cases, munic-
ipalities might include a community participation facilitator to assist with
the process. At the same time, community participation must not become
an obstacle to development. Elected municipal counselors are the legiti-
mate representatives of the community. At certain points, municipal coun-
cils will have to make difficult decisions and demonstrate clear leadership.

In light of the preceding, it is imperative that municipal role players
are aware of the various forms of community participation, since this will
inform decisions as to which strategies of participation are the most
appropriate in a particular project setting.

Forms of Community Participation
The White Paper on Local Government indicates that municipalities require
active participation by citizens at four levels, namely: (1) as voters—to
ensure maximal democratic accountability of the elected political leader-
ship for the policies they are empowered to promote; (2) as citizens who
express, via different stakeholder associations, their views before, during,
and after the policy development process in order to ensure that policies
reflect community preferences as far as possible; (3) as consumers and
end users, who expect value for money, affordable services, and courteous
and responsive service; and (4) as organized partners involved in the
mobilization of resources for development via for-profit businesses, non-
governmental organizations, and community-based organizations (Repub-
lic of South Africa, 1998b).

For the purposes of this discussion, attention will be devoted to the
involvement of local communities in development initiatives in the form
of partnerships.
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Partnerships

A partnership is a further step toward handing control of a decision from
local government to the community in that it provides some measure of
joint decision making. Partnership is often achieved through advisory
boards and representative committees designed to provide continuing
expert and community input. Community representatives on an advisory
board can provide policy makers with direct and unfiltered views, while
local government representatives are given the opportunity to explain
their approach and objectives.

Smith and Beazley (2000, p. 861) provide an interesting typology of
partnerships as they relate to urban regeneration initiatives in the United
Kingdom. These authors indicate that partnerships represent a collective
attempt to add value to, or derive some mutual benefit from, activities
that individual actors or sectors would be unable to attempt alone. In
addition, they are promoted as the solution to difficult problems and have
the potential to allow local needs to be identified and addressed, give
local people a voice, and empower local communities leading to greater
social justice.

However, it is common to find examples of partners being drawn into
the process after the design for the particular project has been established
by the lead agency, in this case, the municipality. Clearly, this type of
partnership represents an imbalance of power between the partners
involved and is essentially exclusivist in structure. In this respect, the
typology referred to is worth noting since it depicts the type of partnerships
that may evolve within the local government sphere, depending on the
degree of power granted to community partners (see Table 10.1). 

Table 10.1 Typology of Partnerships

Shell Nominal involvement of partners. The leader is dominant 
and partners have little involvement in any stage of the 
process.

Consultative Partnership remains strongly controlled by the leader, but 
partners are consulted to some extent and allowed to make 
changes at the margin.

Participative Partners have increased and often equal access to the 
decision-making framework and their views frequently 
shape policy.

Autonomous The partnership develops an independent identity in which 
partners are fully integrated. All partners have equal access 
and mechanisms exist to ensure genuine and sustained 
involvement.

Source: Smith and Beazley, 2000, p. 861.
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The White Paper on Local Government goes beyond merely engaging
community partners in the making of decisions pertaining to development.
The White Paper stipulates that municipalities can utilize partnerships to
promote emerging businesses, support NGOs and community-based devel-
opment organizations (CBDOs), mobilize private sector involvement, and
promote developmental projects that are initiated but not necessarily
funded by local government (Republic of South Africa, 1998b). Essentially,
this involves service delivery partnerships that entail a range of creative
methods through which municipalities can mobilize external capacity and
resources for the development of the area.

Matovu (2002, p. 27) writes that, in Africa, it is clear that local gov-
ernments are weak in the provision of services and civil society, including
NGOs, has the potential to provide services. This represents a missing
link in joining the two parties and demonstrates the need to facilitate the
forging of partnerships. This writer adds that, in theory, a vibrant civil
society can contribute to effective institutional development and demo-
cratic decentralization, enhance the responsiveness of government insti-
tutions, increase the information flow between government and the
people, make development projects more sustainable, and enhance
accountability and transparency—all of which constitute good governance.

It is worth noting in this respect that interaction with NGOs and CBDOs
could prove to be instrumental in facilitating empowerment and sustain-
able development in that these organizations fulfill a vital role in (1)
capacity building or ensuring the acquisition of skills and competence
within disadvantaged communities and thereby reducing a culture of
dependency and (2) allowing or generating the ability among members
of disadvantaged communities to participate effectively in the process of
development planning (Davies, 1993, pp. 40–41).

Davies (1993, pp. 42–43) adds that NGOs, CBDOs, and other civil
society organizations (CSOs) such as civic associations require a facilitating
environment in which to operate. In particular, these organs of civil society
need support from municipalities, at least to the extent that their role in
development is acknowledged and understood. In encouraging such a
mutually supportive relationship, local government managers can be
instrumental by (1) providing opportunities (for example, through training)
for local NGOs and CBDOs to strengthen their capacity in servicing
development needs within the communities being served, (2) expanding
information-sharing and networking activities with local NGOs and CBDOs
in respect to development initiatives, and (3) encouraging national gov-
ernment and multilateral agencies to channel more aid to NGOs and
CBDOs with a recognized ability to undertake development projects
effectively and efficiently.
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These factors are reflected in a report on municipal–community part-
nerships (MCPs) issued by the Department of Provincial and Local Gov-
ernment (www.local.gov.za). This report supports the shift away from the
municipality as the sole service provider to the role of a leader and
facilitator of development, working in collaboration with a multiplicity of
community partners. Successful MCPs are understood as service delivery
and governance mechanisms that include three key elements, namely,
enhancing the organizational effectiveness of local government, extending
basic services to address areas of greatest unmet needs and poverty, and
promoting community empowerment and the deepening of the social
contract at a local level.

This MCP report suggests that the following sectors should be priori-
tized as the lead components of an MCP strategy within the local gov-
ernment sphere in South Africa: (1) basic services such as water and
sanitation, refuse collection, roads, and environmental maintenance; (2)
social housing in metropolitan areas, cities, and towns; (3) local economic
development strategies; and (4) revenue management, including billings
and revenue collection. Irrespective of the sector(s) in which MCPs are
established, it is crucial that the local government create an enabling
environment to ensure the success of community partnerships.

Conducive Environment for Municipal–Community 
Partnerships
The IDP manual highlights that the IDP process introduces a new system
of planning in local government. It is important that sufficient capacity
be developed to undertake the process effectively and efficiently. The
process requires new skills of professionals and municipal council mem-
bers alike and demands a shift in both attitude and approach.

The participants in the planning process represent a wide variety of
interest groups with different interests and backgrounds. The various role
players need to enter the planning process on an equal footing. This
implies that the role players in the planning process need to be empowered
in order to ensure that their contributions are meaningful. Training require-
ments may include training on the integrated planning approach and
procedures; training on a wide variety of development issues, such as
transport, housing, environment, tourism, and health; and training on the
management and coordination of the process.

Fredericksen and London (2000, p. 233) add that partnerships between
government and CSOs have proved to be central to long-term neighbor-
hood revitalization in many settings in the United States. However, it is
argued that in their haste to contract with community partners, such as
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NGOs and CBDOs, municipalities may not be considering the real possi-
bility that such organizations do not have the capacity to deliver services
or effectively manage development projects over time. It is recommended
that particular attention be devoted to key elements such as the leadership
and vision, management and planning, and operational support, including
skilled staff and adequate infrastructure of the organizational capacity of
CSOs when engaging in empowerment strategies.

Morris (1995, p. 424) supports this and argues that governance should
be reassessed and improved through a number of interrelated actions,
including engaging with and involving the community in partnerships with
government. She writes that NGOs play a crucial role in terms of promoting
greater participation by citizens in decision making and acting as gate-
keepers in longer-term agendas ranging from protecting citizens’ rights to
ensuring sustainable and equitable development.

Furthermore, Box and colleagues (2001, p. 616) support this notion of
substantive democracy and write that in the search for an alternative to
the market-based model of public administration, a central element should
be a collaborative relationship between citizens and public administrators.
The emphasis of this collaborative model is on giving citizens the knowl-
edge and techniques they need to deal with public policy issues and
providing an open and nonthreatening forum for deliberation and decision
making.

Teisman and Klijn (2002, p. 198), moreover, concur by stating that
partnerships can be seen as new governance schemes that aim to manage
the increased interdependencies among all kinds of societal actors. These
authors write that the partnership concept may be linked to the trend
toward network forms of government in which public actors, such as
municipalities, take their interdependencies with other actors into account
and try to solve governance problems through cooperation rather than
through central steering and control. According to Ferreira (2002, p. 19):
“You cannot build a community from the top down or from the outside
in. The only way to build a community is from the inside out—local
people come together, hold hands and look in one direction—come
together and start to invest in themselves and their resources in creating
a better future.”

Nalbandian (1999, p. 191) shifts the focus to local government managers
and asserts that the prevalence of MCPs is requiring managers to lead by
example to help pave the way for the establishment of these partnerships.
It is noted that there has been a change in direction in terms of local
government management away from professional elitism toward a com-
munity paradigm. It appears that local government managers need to be
able to move in this direction if they are to maintain their effectiveness
and influence. There is therefore a need to capacitate local government
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managers in the areas of community building, facilitative leadership,
managing of diversity, and problem solving.

The report on MCPs referred to earlier summarizes by highlighting the
key cross-cutting activities that are required to develop an enabling envi-
ronment for successful MCPs. These activities include the establishment
of a training and capacity-building program to empower CSOs and
enhance municipal capability to work on MCPs, the need for research
and development and the production and dissemination of international
and local knowledge and best practices with respect to MCPs, and the
need for a national Municipal Services Partnership (MSP) policy and
establishment of a national MCP fund to support all of those activities.

The World Development Report (2000/2001, pp. 110–111) points out that
particular attention needs to be devoted to empowering the poor to
participate in local governance through NGOs and CBDOs. However, it is
recognized that major impediments to organization by poor communities
are lack of time, resources, information, and access to outside sources of
help. Added to these are the physical constraints on collaboration such as
geographic dispersion and poor transport and communications infrastruc-
ture. Ethnic and other social divisions are another impediment. Emmett
(2000) adds that the concerns of social capital are of special interest in
South Africa, where key institutions such as the family and community
have been subjected to profound processes of disintegration. Among the
symptoms of this disintegration are family breakdowns, high unemploy-
ment, high crime rates, despair, and acceptance of the victim image.

In light of the preceding, it is particularly important that municipalities
in South Africa attempt to create an environment that is supportive of
MCPs. The World Development Report (2000/2001, p. 111) indicates that
municipalities can facilitate greater collaboration between them and local
communities by reducing obstacles to collective action in communities.
To foster developmental synergies between NGOs and local government,
it is recommended that the latter generate community demand for better
service delivery through intensive dissemination of information; make
available to communities the information and technical, marketing, credit,
and other support they need to implement development projects; and
train and motivate their staff to focus on managing overall strategy while
providing technical support, regulations, and facilitation.

King, Feltey, and Susel (1998, pp. 323–325) concur by summarizing
the actions required of municipalities to enhance authentic participation,
which is defined as “deep, continuous involvement in administrative
processes with the potential for all involved to have an effect on the
situation.” Such authentic participation implies the ability and opportunity
of local communities to have an impact on decisions relating to local
governance and development initiatives. Giving effect to such participation



238 � Heather Nel

requires a three-pronged approach, namely one that seeks (1) to empower
and educate community members by designing processes whereby citizens
know that their participation has the potential to have an impact, where
a representative range of citizens are included, and where there are visible
outcomes; (2) to reeducate local administrators to equip them to deal with
the change in their role as expert managers to one of cooperative partners.
This implies providing training in process and interpersonal skills such as
communication, listening, team building, meeting facilitation, and self-
knowledge; and (3) to enable administrative structures and processes not
only to democratize formal institutions and procedures, but also to make
room for nonbureaucratic discourse by providing appropriate levels of
resources and changing job descriptions of local administrators to include
reference to the facilitation of community participation.

Evans (1996, p. 1120) asserts that although it is not a “magic bullet,”
partnerships between local government and the community lie at the heart
of the development process. Similarly, Evans points out that this synergy
is based on complementarity involving mutually supportive relations
between local government and its citizens. Such a complementary rela-
tionship is characterized by the roles of local government and civil society
remaining distinct, while the former provides inputs to assist local com-
munities in carrying out development initiatives in a sustainable and
effective manner.

Evans (1996, p. 1124) further concedes that while stocks of social
capital are important to the creation of synergy, he believes that the key
issue involves “scaling up” or the movement of NGOs and other civil
society organizations away from parochial identities to more encompassing
forms of organization that are politically and economically efficacious. In
addition to increasing the power of local communities, scaling up can
have a number of benefits for the development process in general in that
it allows for greater economies of scale, increases the possibilities of
intersectoral collaboration, provides for larger pools of skills from which
development projects can draw, and may allow for the employment of
permanent paid staff instead of unpaid volunteers (Emmett, 2000).

Conclusion
This chapter has explored the role of local government in engaging local
communities in the management of development projects through forging
municipal–community partnerships with civil society organizations. In this
respect, it was pointed out that local government has been assigned a
developmental role in the sense that legislation stipulates that municipal-
ities will be expected to create conditions of participatory governance,
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whereby their citizens are given real opportunities to participate in and
influence the outcomes of development initiatives. In fulfilling its deve-
lopmental role, it was proposed, local government should adopt a project
management approach whereby municipalities identify needs and initiate
various development projects that will meet these needs in a sustainable
manner. Thus, it was argued that it is essential for municipalities to identify,
formulate, and implement development projects that meet community
needs, but through the widest possible consultation with and participation
of community members.

In addition, it was pointed out that community participation can assume
various forms and that it is important that municipalities decide in advance
which model they are going to adopt when embarking on the management
of development projects. Along the same lines, the chapter discussed the
issue of community participation, which implies consulting the community
on proposed development initiatives and projects; informing the commu-
nity of local decisions and the reasons for these, as well as the services
to which they are entitled; and decentralizing decision making, whereby
local government transfers some of its power to make development
decisions to community bodies such as local development forums or ward
committees.

Moreover, it was emphasized that community participation should be
defined as the active process by which beneficiary or client groups
influence the direction and execution of a project rather than merely being
consulted. This implies that the municipality engages the community in
identifying and implementing projects that will meet their needs and
expectations through strategies such as municipal–community partner-
ships. Such partnerships are endorsed by the White Paper on Local
Government as a mechanism by which local authorities can harness
external capacity and resources to undertake development projects.

In a South African context, MCPs mostly target CSOs, including NGOs,
as alternative service providers and partners with local government in the
effort to meet community needs. Despite the benefits of engaging such
community partners in the conception and implementation of development
projects, it was found that the balance of power still often lies in the favor
of local government. To rectify this situation, the final section of this
chapter devoted attention to the role of local government in empowering
the community and in creating an enabling environment in which MCPs
can succeed. Most important, the need for training and capacity building
of both CSOs and local government managers was stressed. Both parties
to the partnership need a clear understanding of their respective roles
and responsibilities with respect to planning for and implementing sus-
tainable development projects within the local government sphere in South
Africa.
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Introduction
This study of India’s march toward sustainable development (SD), includ-
ing other millennium goals, is carried out at two levels—conceptual and
empirical. For the purpose of the study, SD is treated as a key concept
in social sciences and as a challenging process in governance everywhere.
As a concept, SD signifies human endeavors for the realization of the
development ideals and goals of intergenerational equity, intergenderal
equity, and intranational and international equity. As a multidimensional
concept, SD entails ecological, socioeconomic, and politicocultural sus-
tainability.

As a process, SD denotes all efforts made by the people individually
and collectively and by the government at various levels aimed at the
fulfillment of the basic needs of life with scope for improvement in the
quality of life. This process must establish and maintain synergy between
development and environment; concern for conservation of natural
resources and ecological balance should be integrated into developmental
plans and strategies. All these theoretical issues are examined in the first
part of the chapter; the following parts address, respectively, people’s
participation in SD and performance failures. The second section deals
with some empirical findings on India’s performance on the SD front, and
the concluding section ends on the pessimistic note that India has to walk
many miles before achieving SD.

Conceptual Framework of the Study
One of the time-honored concepts in social sciences, development became
the focus of many theories at the hands of academics and the center of
world politics, administration, diplomacy, economics, and international
trade everywhere after the emergence of the Third World at the end of
World War II. It became the idiom of the latter half of the 20th century.
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The addition of sustainability to the notion of development has not only
enriched the latter but also catapulted it into an idiom of the 21st century
and one of the eight millennium goals of the world.

Since the 1970s, the issue of SD has become one of the most urgent
and critical challenges facing humankind and all nations—both developed
and developing. The challenge that causes grave concern to all right-
thinking men and women in general and policy makers, planners, envi-
ronmentalists, scholars, and the United Nations (UN) in particular is the
gigantic problem of ensuring the survival of the planet Earth. Human
endeavors involving mindless and reckless pursuit of creation of wealth
sans concern for protection of nature have pushed the Earth to the brink
of extinction. Other contributing factors to this universal dilemma are
human greed; reckless adventures; war between nations for peace, power,
prosperity, security; and pursuit of policies of laissez-faire, crass commer-
cialism, colonialism, imperialism, modernism, and developmentalism by
governments of Western and non-Western nations (Bahuguna, 1993; Bava,
1997, 1999; Gaan, 1993; Roy, 1993). As a result, the existence of the blue
spaceship called the Earth is threatened by depletion of renewable and
nonrenewable resources; destruction of the world’s biosphere and bio-
diversity—flora, fauna, forest cover, animal species, and marine life; water,
land, air, and noise pollution; and ecological degradation leading to deple-
tion of the ozone layer, buildup of greenhouse gases, rise in sea level,
global warming, climate change, desertification, droughts, and floods.

Conceptualization of SD
The concept of SD, which emerged at the Stockholm Conference in 1972,
was popularized by the World Conference on Environment and Develop-
ment (WCED), 1987 (also known as the Brundtland Report or Our Com-
mon Future), and the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development
(Agenda 21). SD represents a paradigm shift from unregulated, indiscrim-
inate, rapacious exploitation of natural resources for economic (material)
development to adoption of environment-centered, ecologically sound
development paths, policies, and strategies. SD denotes environment-
friendly development, economic growth with social and gender justice in
every state and equity, and equality among nations; among regions,
groups, segments, genders, and sectors within nations; and between
generations (Bava, 1984, 1993; Misra, 1993; Weidner, 1977).

Both “sustainability” and “development” are evolving and multidimen-
sional concepts. The controversy between conservation and development
that raged during the 1970s spawned the view that both were competing
and contradictory concepts. Conservationists emphasized the need to
conserve the natural resources in protected areas—national parks and
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wildlife sanctuaries from which human economic activities should be
excluded. Developmentalists, particularly from Third World countries, on
the other hand, maintained that they could not afford the luxury of nature
conservation at the cost of human and economic development (Bava,
1997). This view was emphasized by the Indian prime minister Indira
Gandhi at the UNCHE (1972), when she said that “poverty is the biggest
polluter” of environment in developing countries.

The 1980s witnessed a major change in attitudes as both sides admitted
that environment and development are synergic in nature and therefore
are not contradictory but complementary to one another. The view that
conservation is required for SD and vice versa came to be universally
accepted. It means for achievement of the goal of SD and optimal use of
natural resources, environment concerns, challenges, and constraints are
required to be integrated in planning, designing, and implementing devel-
opment projects at all levels. The envisaged benefits, goals, and objectives
from development activities can be fully realized only if they are environ-
mentally sustainable, socially sound, gender equitable, and designed and
executed with wholehearted participation of the public. By public we mean
the target public, the general public, citizen groups, civil society bodies,
and nongovernmental organizations as well as the industries, the market,
and the media. If environment concerns and challenges are to become
integral parts of the development process, it is necessary to use an inte-
grated, holistic systems approach and a decentralized, democratic, people’s
participation orientation to SD plans, policies, and programs (Bava, 1984).

SD stands for simultaneous protection of natural environment and
promotion of human welfare and well-being. SD is the process of planning
and implementation of ecologically sustainable economic development
policies that facilitate meeting the basic needs of all the people of the
present and future generations and provides opportunities to all to satisfy
their aspiration for better quality of life and for release of their creative
potentialities (Dhanagare, 1992; Misra, 1993).

In other words, while planning for SD, planners and policy makers
must ensure “macrocoherency” to prevent ecological degradation and
decay and “microcoherency” so that rights, needs, and interests of local
people in general and the more marginal groups in particular are protected
(Utting, 1994). From this perspective, the tendency of some economists
to treat environment as an “externality” to the production process and
therefore difficult to quantify in terms of national economic accounting
cannot be justified. It is imperative that environment impact assessment
(EIA) of development projects be taken as seriously as a production target.
From a systems point of view, “sustainable” development implies that it
is necessary to recognize the interface between the ecosystem and the
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sociocultural and politicoeconomic system, which will vary from society
to society, and from nation to nation at all levels.

SD is a dynamic process of meeting the basic needs of all people with
scope for improving the quality of life of human beings within and
between nations (intranational and international equality) in ways that
sustain and protect the natural environment—the biosphere and bio-
diversity. Specifically, SD should mean (1) the sustainability of the bio-
physical–chemical environment; (2) sustainability of human development,
the latter sustaining the former; and (3) the sociocultural and politicoeco-
nomic sustainability (Fuwa, 1995). Similar notions of SD are echoed in
the definition of SD as development that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs (WCED, 1987). For the International Union for Conservation of
Nature (IUCN, 1991), SD is improving the quality of human life within
the carrying capacity of supporting ecosystems. SD is economic growth
that provides fairness and opportunity for all the world’s people, not just
the privileged few, without further destroying the world’s finite natural
resources and carrying capacity (Pronk and Haq, 1992).

There is a general consensus that SD is not a static concept but a
dynamic process to be carried on by all the people of a society engaged
in developmental tasks in tune with their genius, sociocultural values, and
perspectives at all levels. SD also demands that in every modern nation,
the state, citizens, civil society groups, industry, market, and government
and nongovernmental organizations and international agencies engaged
in developmental activities at local, subregional, regional, national, and
global levels ensure that the basic needs of all people are met. While
basic needs for some include food, clean water and air, clothing, shelter,
health, education, and employment, for others they also include oppor-
tunities to improve the standard of life and release of the creative poten-
tialities of people. However, this endeavor should be carried out within
the limits set by the carrying capacity and self-supporting, fragile ecosys-
tems so that SD is possible for the present and future generations—for all
the peoples of the world.

Dimensions of SD

The burgeoning literature on SD reveals that members of different academic
disciplines tend to emphasize their respective disciplinary thrust when
conceptualizing the key concept. For instance, economists emphasize the
maintenance and improvement of the living standard of people. Environ-
mentalists, ecologists, and scientists express concerns about preserving the
adaptability and functions of the entire ecological and biophysical systems.
Geographers and anthropologists focus on the viability of social and cultural
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systems. And political scientists urge the need to establish a political order
based on the foundation of democracy, equality, liberty, justice, fraternity,
rule of law, nonviolence, and human rights at all levels.

But the fact remains that in any discussion of environmental sustain-
ability social, political, economic, and cultural issues come into play in a
number of ways (Lele, 1995). Similarly, Holling (1995) warns that the
biophysical dimensions of SD cannot be separated neatly from the eco-
nomic and social dimensions. Any attempt to ignore the interlinkages
among these factors is bound to encourage piecemeal strategies of invest-
ments that would fail to improve the status of people. While partial policies
fail, integrated and holistic policies may have a chance to succeed.
However, it is necessary to separate and examine each aspect for purely
analytical purposes and for better grasp of the problems involved in each
of them. Far more than environment-friendly technology, SD involves
paradigm change: changes in lifestyles and attitudes toward nature and
style of development. It calls for political, social, economic, cultural, and
ethical changes, and the concept needs to be looked at from diverse
perspectives (Bava, 1997).

Environmental and Ecological Sustainability

Natural scientists say that all ecosystems are characterized by five features:
integrity, complexity, stability, diversity, and resilience. If any of them is
weakened or jeopardized, the system collapses. The ecosystem is inte-
grated; all its constituent elements are so interdependent that destruction
of any one harms the whole system. Land, soil, water, air, vegetation,
temperature, pressure, and all plant and animal species (flora and fauna),
including microorganisms, constitute one integrated whole.

The integrity of the ecosystem depends on its carrying capacity,
assimilative capacity, and renewability. The carrying capacity is the ability
of an ecosystem to feed a certain population of humans and animals. Use
of any resource beyond its carrying capacity will threaten its stability.
Technology cannot always be of help. In the case of land, for instance,
economists have worked out the carrying capacity in terms of net primary
productivity (NPP). The NPP of land is fast declining because of defores-
tation and overgrazing.

The assimilative capacity of an ecosystem is directly linked to its
carrying capacity. All systems, including the ecosystem, have a metabolic
process to remove waste. Although a certain amount of waste discharged
in soil, air, or water will be purified by the natural process, problems like
ecological degradation and decay can arise, disrupting the integrity of the
ecosystem, if wastes such as industrial effluents (mercury, acids, atomic
wastes) and nonbiodegradable wastes (plastic) accumulate beyond the
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metabolic capacity of the system to assimilate. The wastes have to be
treated before they are released, or their quality and quantity have to be
controlled.

The recharging capacity of the ecosystem is another characteristic very
closely dependent on the assimilative capacity of the system. All renewable
resources need time to recoup and regenerate. If the assimilative capacity
is damaged, renewability of the system will be adversely affected (Bava,
1997; Misra, 1993).

The third dimension of natural environment is biodiversity. Conserva-
tion of biodiversity is the foundation of SD. Biodiversity consists of three
components (1) genetic diversity, (2) species diversity, and (3) ecosystem
diversity (Misra, 1993). Genetic diversity refers to the sum total of chro-
mosomal information carried by individual plants and animals. It is true
that if the practice of monoculture (growing only a particular variety of
crop or plant) is followed for long, the gene bank of the crop (variety
and diversity) maintained by nature will be lost to humanity forever. This
applies to all vegetation and animals. Likewise, if virgin forests are
destroyed, human beings will never know how many varieties of plants
and animals are lost forever.

A heavy responsibility, therefore, falls on humanity to ensure environ-
mental stewardship: protection of the natural environment. Human beings
must be concerned about conservation of biodiversity because all of the
plant and animal species are interdependent and constitute a gene pool
of great importance. In order to conserve biodiversity, the natural ecosys-
tems and whatever is left of the modified ecosystems must be protected.
Biodiversity entails biosphere reserves, which are areas of terrestrial and
coastal ecosystems. These reserves are rich in biodiversity and cultural
heritage and encompass unique ecosystems, which are representative of
major biogeographic zones of the world.

Man-made ecosystems (forests, parks and sanctuaries, and wildlife
reserves) should be planned now so that nature can regenerate in its
normal course. Diverting forestland for agricultural purposes is considered
to be unsound practice from the perspective of biodiversity, on which
depends the continued productivity of agriculture and forestry. The issue
of environmental sustainability also involves the question of sustainable
use of both renewable and nonrenewable resources. Sustainability does
not necessarily imply maintaining some static state, but rather maintaining
the resilience and capacity of the ecosystems to adapt to change.

The general state of the physical environment is to a large extent
determined by living organisms. For instance, the presence of free oxygen
in the environment is the result of biological photosynthesis, and living
organisms play a major role in the biochemical cycles of such elements
as sulfur, calcium, nitrogen, and phosphorus. Limits on the sustainable
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use of physical processes in the environment are related to both additions
and subtractions of materials. The most important mechanism by which
materials are removed from the environment is the alteration of ecosys-
tems: deforestation, drainage of wetlands, and the conversion of grasslands
into degraded pastures. These activities decrease the size of the original
habitat, altering the ratio between the habitat’s edge and its interior, thereby
resulting in higher rates of species extinction. Such activities also increase
the distances between patches of habitat, thereby lowering recolonization
rates of species (Bava, 1997).

Sociocultural Sustainability

Humans are an integral part of the natural environment; human population
constitutes the fourth aspect of ecological sustainability. Here lies one of
the major challenges before planners and policy makers, particularly in
developing countries. The crux of the problem lies in the fact that both
population and the carrying and assimilative capacities of the ecosystem
depend on the man–land ratio. If human population increases without
a corresponding increase in natural resources, the carrying capacity of the
ecosystem, that is, the quality and the quantity of natural resources, will
be reduced. The problem becomes more acute in predominantly agrarian
countries such as India, where more people depend on agriculture for
their livelihood. Unless the growth rate in population is arrested so as to
keep pace with the rate of economic growth, it is bound to affect the
fragile ecosystem adversely and result in ecological crisis as predicted by
Malthus.

An important aspect of social sustainability is cognizance of the close
relationship between poverty and environmental degradation. The poor
and women among the poor suffer the consequences of environmental
degradation most because they are the most vulnerable and least able to
avoid or mitigate the consequences. The ratio of per capita income is 150:1
between the top and bottom 20th percentiles of the world population. 

Basically, the greatest proportion of the poor live in rural areas. This
is true not only of the world as a whole but also of all developing
countries. According to the World Resources Institute, the rural poor
constitute 69% in Sub-Saharan Africa, 74% in Southern Asia, and 60% in
Latin America. It has been found that rural areas woefully lack necessary
conditions for human development—facilities, amenities, and essential
infrastructure for sustenance of a decent standard of life—that exist in
urban areas. Unemployment, illiteracy, low productivity of land and labor,
unequal ownership of land and other assets, coupled with poor socio-
economic status, rain-fed agriculture, and lack of effective administration
also contribute to poverty in rural areas. According to the 1992 World
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Bank Report, soil degradation and desertification increasingly affect the
rural poor. Increasing dependence of the rural and tribal poor on meager
land and forest for fuel, food, fodder, and medicines further aggravates
the problem.

Migration of rural people to urban areas does not solve problems. On
the contrary, it results in growth of slums, unregulated colonies, increasing
pressure on existing civic amenities, crime, and law and order problems.
These problems result in environmental degradation and pollution in
towns and cities. The 1992 World Bank Report indicates that 1.7 billion
people go without sanitation facilities; 1.2 billion people live in urban
areas in developing societies who do not meet World Health Organization
(WHO) standards on dust and smoke. The use of firewood, charcoal, and
dung—the primary source of fuel in these societies—endangers the health
of 400 million to 700 million people, especially women and children.
Automobile emissions also leads to air pollution and respiratory problems
in children and adults alike.

The fact is that in most developing nations, it is not merely the quality
of life but life itself that is at great risk because of environmental degra-
dation caused by poverty. Developing countries are faced with poverty
caused by their colonial past, population explosion, lack of resources for
meeting the basic needs of life, and unjust and exploitative policies
pursued by industrialized countries in economic and trade-related matters
with these nations through the World Bank, International Monetary Fund
(IMF), and World Trade Organization (WTO). In addition, the wasteful
and unsustainable lifestyles of people in developed countries have been
contributing to ecological degradation throughout the world.

Socially SD thus calls for (1) eradication of poverty, hunger, diseases,
malnutrition, unemployment, and illiteracy of three fourths of the world’s
population, who live in developing nations; (2) ending of inequality
between men and women within every nation and inequality between
nations; (3) equitable sharing of the world’s resources between rich and
poor nations; (4) and pursuit of such policies by governments at local,
national, regional, and international levels to ensure protection of cultural,
social, and biological diversity. Monoculturism in human, plant, or animal
species is a known threat to their survival; as such, it must be eschewed
at all costs (Bahuguna, 1993). The World Bank, which has now launched
the Bio-Diversity Action Plan, has, for the past 40 years, been financing
the destruction of genetic diversity in the Third World. It has financed the
Green Revolution, which replaced genetically diverse indigenous cropping
systems in the Third World with vulnerable genetically uniform monoc-
ultures. In fact, the continued spread of genetic uniformity is perversely
viewed as a means for “biodiversity conservation” in the program of the
World Bank (Vandana Shiva, 1988, 1991).
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Economic Sustainability

Man must stop ravaging the Earth in the name of economic development.
Mahatma Mohandas Gandhi observed, “There is enough for the people
of the world to meet their need but not their greed.” Man has become
so acquisitive that there has developed a dichotomy between the planet
Earth and the human freedom to ravage it. A contradiction between
anthropocentric and cosmocentric views of the universe seems to consti-
tute the substructure of the present-day concept of economic development
(Gaan, 1993).

Economic sustainability calls for greater use of renewable energy than
nonrenewable energy sources such as fossil fuels—oil and natural gas,
coal, and atomic energy. It also demands effective changes in lifestyles
of people and practices and policies of governments of industrialized
nations. A study estimated that the production of the chemical used in
the refrigeration industry, chloroflourocarbons (CFCs), was 1.2 million tons
in 1991. Out of this, the richest country in the world, the United States,
with a population one fourth that of India, alone produced 300,000 tons,
which was 50 times India’s emission level of 6,000 tons, a bare 0.6% of
the global emissions. The Montreal Protocol, which made a clarion call
for reduction of CFCs by all countries, puts developing nations like India
in a big dilemma, for these countries cannot meet the tall commands of
the protocol without the transfer of the right technology and funds for
meeting the incremental costs for switching over to the new technology.
In the case of India, for instance, the required fund amount was a
whooping Rs.15 billion at 1989 prices. This is why the protocol was
changed in favor of the developing nations at the London meeting. As
the European Community representative stated before the UN General
Assembly: “Industrialized countries need to assist developing countries in
their environment related efforts, inter alia by the provision of additional
financial resources and also by facilitating access to and transfer of,
environmentally sound technologies on a fair and most favorable basis
[emphasis added].”

Economically, SD thus demands both attitudinal and policy changes
of developed countries and cooperation with the developing nations. The
nations in the South need the technologies of the Western countries so
that they can profit more directly from their own resources, diversify
production, and reduce environmental pollution. This calls for modifica-
tions in the intellectual property rights regime; indigenous capacity build-
ing, through access to relevant scientific and technical information training;
and development of existing technologies (Bava, 1997).
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Political Sustainability

Environmentally synergic economic development hinges on the effective
performance of the role and functions of political institutions, which
include state, government, administration, and bureaucracy, as well as
people and civil society bodies. They must work toward the establishment
and maintenance of a democratic polity, which rests on the foundation
of liberty, equality, cultural diversity (pluralism), justice, fraternity, rule of
law, human rights, and citizen participation in the process of governance
and development at all levels.

Politically, SD signifies respect for and adherence to the principle of
equality and justice governing the relations between men and women;
among different groups, segments, and regions; among various sectors of
the economy within a nation; and between rich and poor nations of the
world. It calls for a new international world order in which the prevailing
North–South divide in matters of international trade and aid, transfer of
technology, and information and resource sharing gives way to a more
equitable and humane world order. The developing nations are under-
standably concerned that their socioeconomic development can be con-
strained by the policies of the governments and lifestyles of people in
the North. The latter are concerned with biodiversity conservation, par-
ticularly in situ conservation, which demands the setting aside of protected
areas to ensure a continued supply of components of biodiversity—actual
and potential raw materials for plant breeding, for new medicines, and
for the wider biotech industry (the North’s commercialized conservation).
The nations in the South do not want to forgo their development or that
of their people by acceding to the demands of the North. Further, expe-
rience reveals that those who benefited most from the utilization of
biodiversity were not the owners or the “curators” of this biodiversity but
those who possess the technology and have access to the markets to
profit from it: the industrialized countries and their multinational corpo-
rations. Justice lies in giving protection and remuneration to the providers
of the genetic resources, the farmers and other local people, who, through
their pursuit of agriculture, forestry, and other production systems have
been the curators of such biodiversity for centuries.

As Vandana Shiva (1991) asserts, the Third World people and forest
dwellers participate in the ecological processes of reproduction of bio-
diversity. They are in fact participating in the biological renewal of life;
through their cultures and lifestyles they simultaneously achieve “produc-
tion” and “conservation,” categories that in industrial civilization are “sep-
arate and opposed.” These dualistic and separated categories, she
observes, underlie the approach of Conserving the World’s Biological
Diversity (World Bank Report, 1992). The major shortcoming of such an
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approach gives rise to the view that the problem is that of the South and
the solution is that of the North. She further observes that unless this
polarity and dualism are removed, the conservers of the world’s biological
diversity will be treated as those who threaten it and the predatory systems
that “consume” biodiversity as raw material to the point that extinction
will be perceived as essential to programs of conservation. “This logic
should be turned upside down and inside out” (Shiva, 1991).

People’s Participation in SD

Aristotle defined citizenship as participation of the citizens in the man-
agement of public affairs, particularly in the administration of justice and
holding of offices. People’s participation in public life is the cornerstone
of both democracy and decentralized development. Electoral participation
of citizens to form or change a government or their role as people’s
representatives, as legislators, and as members of the ruling party or the
opposition or as makers of public policy constitutes only limited partici-
pation in representative democracies. Genuine participation of all citizens
in the process of governance at all levels and their continuous interest in
and enthusiasm for matters of public interest on a day-to-day basis are
the requisites of a vibrant, participatory democracy.

In democracies, the people, the citizens, have to be the subject and
object of development programs. In the context of SD, people’s participation
signifies the involvement of the public—the targeted group as well as the
general public—in the various interfaces of the decision-making process.
These include the stages of forecasting, planning, formulation, implemen-
tation, monitoring, and evaluation of development policies, plans, pro-
grams, and projects. Wholehearted and total involvement of the public in
the decision-making process is the sine qua non of successful adminis-
tration of SD (Bava, 1984, 1993).

Democracies are eminently suited to promote SD because of the
freedoms, rights, openness, access to information, and infinite opportuni-
ties for citizen participation in sustainable development activities both
individually and collectively through civil society, nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs), social and environment groups, and activists (Payne,
1995). The goal of SD requires the total involvement of people, govern-
ment, industry, market, media, private and public agencies, women’s
groups, and conservation activists.

A decentralized, participatory approach to conservation and environ-
mental stewardship is also an essential requirement to provide dynamic
support to local communities to maintain bio-diversity, cultural diversity,
and equitable development. Local communities everywhere must be
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allowed to play a major role in managing and benefiting from the natural
resources on which their livelihood and culture depend (Schmandt, 1994).
SD projects will only work if local residents, through education and
participation, accept the need for change and perceive that their own
interests will be served by such participation. This will only happen if
they become full partners and stakeholders in the process of finding and
implementing new solutions.

As India’s experience with the centrally sponsored scheme of commu-
nity development in the 1950s demonstrated, projects proposed by outside
experts will not attract the cooperation and trust of local people, on which
working solutions depend. This is because outsiders, including local
government officials, tend to operate from a distance and are often
ignorant of the concerns and priorities of the local people.

Effective public participation is critical to development and conserva-
tion efforts in every state. Inclusion of citizens’ voices in decision making
promotes governmental accountability and increases the likelihood that
decisions will be based on the felt needs of the people who are directly
affected by them. Promoting people’s participation is, in effect, promoting
the democratic process—fostering transparency, utilizing a wide base of
opinions to strengthen decisions reached, and ensuring public support for
them. Further, it can help overcome deficiencies associated with govern-
ments.

In addition, local citizens’ intimate knowledge of environmental threats
and violations of law can help broaden government’s considerations and
heighten awareness. By investing their time, energy, and resources, local
citizens can supplement government’s efforts to monitor and enforce
environmental laws. However, people’s participation requires the recog-
nition of their environmental rights, clear environmental standards, access
to information, genuine opportunities for participation, and an indepen-
dent and well-informed judiciary to enforce their rights (www/world
bank.org/html. Indiaprogram).

As Misra (1993) succinctly puts it:

Sustainable development is not the business of the government
and private companies alone. It is the business of the people
in general. It is a process which has to be initiated at each level
of human endeavor and life. It involves individuals, families,
communities, corporate bodies, nations and the global society.
It has to be a movement. It calls for mass participation of people
because it involves paradigmatic change which is difficult to
bring about unless great many people get involved [emphasis
added].
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SD in India: Empirical Findings

Foundation of India’s SD Policies and Administration

SD in India rests on four pillars, the foremost among them being the
Republican constitution of India. It provides for a parliamentary democ-
racy, with fundamental human rights for all the citizens to realize their
cherished values of liberty, equality, and fraternity. The exercise of these
rights has to be consistent with the territorial integrity and sovereignty of
the nation. It also provides for the rule of law and an independent judiciary
to protect the constitution and the rights of the citizens. Second, as a
developing nation, India believes in the sovereign right to equality among
nations and the right to development for her people and the country as
a whole. Third, India is a member of the UN and signatory to international
laws, conventions, treaties, agreements, and Declarations on Human
Rights, Conservation of Biosphere and Biodiversity, Sustainable Develop-
ment, and so on. India is committed to all its international responsibilities,
including promotion of understanding, peace, security, and cooperation
among nations. Fourth, for the people and government in India, the
concept of SD translates into synergy between environment and develop-
ment for the realization of intra- and intergenerational equity, intergen-
deral equity, and international and intranational equity. In India, the
world’s largest functional democracy, the formulation, implementation,
and evaluation of SD policies is the joint responsibility of the government,
its citizens, people, industry, market, civil society and community organi-
zations, and the media at all levels.

In its report Our Common Future, the WCED (1987) identified eight
key issues of SD: (1) population and human resources, (2) industry, (3)
food security, (4) species and ecosystems, (5) urban challenges, (6) man-
aging of the commons, (7) energy, and (8) conflict and environmental
degradation. Although there are very close interlinkages among these
aspects, this chapter confines itself to India’s performance in protection
of environmental and ecological sustainability in the country since 1950,
when the constitution was promulgated.

In India, the credit goes to all the three branches of government—the
executive, legislature, and judiciary at central and state levels—as well as
NGOs and social and environmental activists for developing, enforcing,
monitoring, and evaluating the field of environment law (EL). The role of
administration in environmental management is very critical.

Causes of Environmental Degradation in India

Because India is a developing nation, the political leaders, planners, and
policy makers, led by Prime Minister Nehru, gave the highest priority to
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an anthropocentric approach to national development. They had to redeem
the promises made to the people during the freedom movement to provide
a life of dignity and honor each citizen of Free India. Toward this end,
they adopted a constitution that guaranteed each citizen the cherished
values of human rights, consisting of freedom, equality, fraternity, and
individual dignity, and conscientiously chose a democratic paradigm of
governance and development. India followed the path of planned eco-
nomic development with social justice. Many 5-year plans were launched
after 1950 to uplift the teeming millions from poverty, unemployment,
disease, illiteracy, and ignorance (Bava, 1984). Development of agriculture,
industry, and infrastructure received the highest priority in the national
agenda for progress, prosperity, and peace.

Industrial Policy Resolutions adopted by the government of India, the
first in 1947 and the second in 1956, led to a large-scale industrialization
and multipurpose river valley projects in the country. The Green Revolu-
tion, in the mid-1960s, no doubt increased agricultural productivity man-
ifold, but it also led to large-scale use of chemical fertilizers, pesticides,
and insecticides and intensive use of irrigation water for double and
multiple cropping in some areas. All these factors, coupled with urban-
ization, commercialization, mining, and construction of megadams and
reservoirs, ushered in an era of increasing pollution, dwindling forest
resources, deforestation, and rehabilitation of people uprooted from the
dam sites.

In addition, India’s environmental problems also result from the use
of poor-quality coal as an energy source. Approximately 70% of coal
contributes to considerable environmental degradation. The thermal power
stations, industries, factories, and harmful automobile emissions from
vehicles and the use of noncommercial sources of fuel from coal briquettes,
paddy husk briquettes, animal dung, and trash as sources of energy
contribute to serious air pollution. Water pollution is due to improper
disposal of waste in rivers, streams, and coastal areas. Massive growth of
population in postindependence India with attendant poverty, growing
unemployment and underemployment, malnutrition, ill health and illiter-
acy greatly contributed to environmental degradation in the country.

International Cooperation for SD in India

The Ministry of Environment and Forest (MOEF), Government of India,
also serves as the nodal agency in the country for promoting international
cooperation in the sphere of SD by implementing the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP), South Asia Co-operative Environment
Programme (SACEP), and International Centre for Integrated Mountain
Development (ICIMOD) and for following up on the United Nations



258 � Noorjahan Bava

Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED). It is also
entrusted with the issues relating to multilateral bodies such as the Com-
mission on Sustainable Development (CSD) and Global Environment
Facility (GEF) and of regional bodies such as the Economic and Social
Council for Asia and Pacific (ESCAP) and South Asian Association for
Regional Co-operation (SAARC) on matters pertaining to environment.

The World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), held from
August 26 to September 4, 2002, at Johannesburg, South Africa, reviewed
and appraised the progress toward sustainable development and the
commitments made 10 years earlier at Rio and forged a cohesive set of
global partnerships to achieve comprehensive implementation of Agenda
21. In this context, the following documents were produced by the
ministry: (1) Agenda 21—An Assessment; (2) Empowering People for
Sustainable Development; (3) Toward Sustainability—Learning from the
Past, Innovating for the Future; and (4) Sustainable Development—Learn-
ing and Perspective from India. An Indian delegation led by the minister
of environment and forests attended the summit and adopted the Plan of
Implementation and Johannesburg Declaration.

India also participated in the 22nd Session of Governing Council/Global
Ministerial Environment Forum (GMEF) of UNEP held February 3 to 7,
2003, at Nairobi, Kenya, which addressed the state of the environment
and contribution of UNEP to various environmental challenges. The follow-
up actions arising from WSSD, in the field of international environmental
governance, and linkages among and support of environment-related
conventions were also discussed.

The Environment Ministry’s Global Environment Cell (GEC) with United
Nations Development Program (UNDP) assistance continued to provide
technical and scientific inputs in the process of project formulation includ-
ing those for Global Environment Facility (GEF) assistance. Twelve projects
are under implementation, of which one has been completed. Under the
India Canada Environment Facility (ICEF), 21 projects have been approved
so far with a total outlay of Rs.1.625 billion.

A new plan has been incorporated in the tenth 5-year plan for prep-
aration of State of Environment (SOE) reports. The objective behind this
scheme is to highlight the upstream and downstream linkages with envi-
ronmental issues besides creating a baseline document.

India ratified the Kyoto Protocol, which was adopted in 1997 commit-
ting the developed countries to reduce their emissions of greenhouse
gases by an average of 5.2 percent during 2008–2012 with reference to
1990 level of emissions.

India hosted the Eighth Conference of the Parties to the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change from October 23 to November
1, 2002, at New Delhi. Over 4,300 delegates from all over the world
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attended the conference, making it one of the biggest international events
of its kind ever held in the country. The minister of environment and
forests was elected the president of the Conference of the Parties on
October 23, and he led the negotiations at the conference, which suc-
cessfully completed negotiations in several critical areas. Parties agreed
on the rules and procedures for the Executive Board of the Clean Devel-
opment Mechanism under Kyoto Protocol, as well as simplified procedures
for small-scale projects. The conference concluded guidelines for reporting
and review under Kyoto Protocol after 3 years of intense negotiations. It
adopted the New Delhi Work Programme, relating to education, training,
and public awareness, for 5 years, and set a time frame for operational-
ization of the Special Climate Change Fund by 2003 at the next Conference
of the Parties the following year. Most important, the conference adopted
the Delhi Ministerial Declaration, which firmly establishes the link between
climate change and sustainable development and brings out the impor-
tance of adaptation. The high point of the conference was the speech of
Prime Minister Attal Behari Vajpai, in which he outlined the basic tenets
of the Indian perspective on the ongoing climate change negotiations.

During 2000 and 2001, six projects in the renewable energy sector
were endorsed by India for implementation as Clean Development Mech-
anism Projects under the Kyoto Protocol. Implementation of these projects
would help in attracting foreign investments in such projects in the country
as well in accessing more efficient technologies.

India fervently observes World Environment Day on June 5 every year
and the International Day for the Protection of the Ozone Layer on
September 16. A set of newly designed posters, special covers, and stickers
and the fifth edition of the book The Montreal Protocol, India’s Success
Story were released on the occasion. An exhibition of ozone-friendly
products developed by industry with assistance from the Montreal Protocol
Multilateral Fund was also organized. One of the companies exhibited
refrigerators that operate very efficiently with hydrocarbon as a refrigerant.

During the year 2000–2001, seven investment projects for Foam, Com-
mercial Refrigeration, and Aerosol and three noninvestment projects at a
cost of US$13,866,127 were approved by the executive committee of the
Montreal Protocol Multilateral Fund. Four producers of CFCs—SRF Limited,
Gujarat Fluorochemicals Limited, Navin Fluorine Industries, and Chemplast
Sanmar Limited—signed a pledge reiterating their commitment to the
Montreal Protocol on Phasing Out Ozone Depleting Substances on May 2,
2002.

Under the World Bank–assisted Environment Management Capacity
Building (EMCB) Project, the EIA subcomponent, the mining subcompo-
nent, the ambient air quality monitoring subcomponent, the development
of standards subcomponent, the environment law component, and the
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environmental research subcomponent were continued during the year.
An environmental information service (ENVIS) subcomponent was also
implemented to broaden the ambit of ENVIS by including various subject
areas, themes, local conditions, and issues and to establish a nationwide
network for environmental information.

During 2000 and 2001, under World Bank assistance Delhi Urban
Environment and Infrastructure Improvement Project was launched jointly
by the Ministry of Environment and Forest and the Delhi government with
Japanese assistance. The UNDP-assisted Global Environment Cell in the
MOEF provides scientific and technical inputs to project formulation
including those of the GEF, and so far 13 projects of GEF–Small Grants
Programmes have been funded.

India was represented at the various meetings of the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change by the officials of the Ministries
of Environment and External Affairs June 12 to 15, 2000, in Bonn, Ger-
many, and September 11 to 15, 2000, in Lyon, France. An Indian delegation
led by the minister of power also attended the Sixth Conference of Parties
to the Framework Convention on Climate Change November 13 to 25,
2000.

The minister of environment and forest attended the First Global
Ministerial Environment Forum of the UNEP in New York from April 24
to May 5, 2000, as well as the ESCAP Ministerial Conference on Environ-
ment and Development, September 4 and 5, 2000, in Japan.

People’s Participation in SD through Local Self-Government 
and Decentralized Development

Mahatma Mohandas Gandhi, the father of the nation, said, “Real India
lives in the villages.” He, therefore, gave the pride of place to rural
development and advocated a decentralized, democratic model of devel-
opment in which every village would be the unit of planning to reach
the goal of self-sufficiency. He emphasized full and active participation
of all the adult villagers in the gram sabha (village assembly) and pan-
chayat (village council) in making decisions affecting their life. The
Seventy-Third Amendment of the Constitution of India (1993) has rejuve-
nated the three-tier Panchayat Raj (village democracy) system with gram
sabhas and panchayats at the village level, and block and district pan-
chayats at the intermediate and apex levels as units of local self-govern-
ment and catalysts of rural development (Bava, 1997, 2004).

All states (save a few) of the Indian federation have a constitutional
body called panchayats to channel participation of the rural citizens in self-
governance (grassroots democracy) and decentralized rural development.
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With a view to strengthen the Panchayati Raj, the state legislatures have
devolved powers, functions, and finances to the panchayats at village,
block, and district levels. The District Planning Committee is required to
make and execute integrated plans for development in both rural and
urban areas with social justice and with full participation of the panchayat
members. Panchayati Raj is a great success in West Bengal and Kerala,
where political, economic, and financial powers have been devolved on
the panchayats by the state governments, whereas in other states not only
is devolution of power to the local government bodies inadequate, but
also there is lack of political will at the state level to part with power
(Bava, 2004).

People’s Participation through NGOs and Civil Society

Since India’s seventh five-year plan, it has been the policy of the govern-
ment—both central and state—to involve NGOs in the process of decen-
tralized development in a phased manner (Bava, 2003). A large number
of NGOs, citizen groups, civil society bodies, and individuals participate
in the process of development planning and administration.

A number of successful instances of people’s participation and involve-
ment through local government bodies, NGOs, and individual citizens in
SD in general and environmental protection in particular have come to
light in many states (Chaube and Chakrabarty, 1999). “There are numerous
instances of village regeneration through peoples’ participation” (Agarwal,
Narain, and Sen, 1999).

Sukhomajri Village in Haryana

One outstanding example of community land management working won-
ders is that of Sukhomajri, a dry village on the foothills of the Shivaliks
in Haryana. The villagers took it on themselves to rejuvenate the land
through the “cyclical mode of development” under the inspiration of a
soil scientist, P. R. Mishra. This model of people’s participation is based
on the philosophy that “if villagers reinvest their savings from regenerated
land for further ecological improvement, it will result in a cyclical growth.”
Thanks to the phenomenal success of this experiment in participatory
community land regeneration and development, there are concrete, visible
signs of green fields with dancing crops. Irrigation waters flowing from
the dams through canals have brought smiles to the face of the villagers
of Sukhomajri because they have banished poverty and malnutrition.

Many factors are responsible for the success of Sukhomajri. These
include: willing, continuous, and wholehearted participation of the village
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people; Haryana Government’s Forest Department allowing the villagers
to manage the watershed, and distributing high-yielding seeds and fertil-
izers; good relationship between the government and the local people;
villagers’ ready implementation of the decisions to protect the hills from
grazing through self-restraint, and protecting the trees and grass with zeal.
In addition, institutional support was given by three different bodies—the
Central Soil and Water Conservation Research and Training Institute
(CSWCRTI), Haryana Forest Department, and the Ford Foundation, who
teamed up to assist the Sukhomajri villagers develop their own institutions
for watershed protection and equitable water distribution from earthen
dams. Sukhomajri’s success has spread to six more villages—three in
Haryana (Nada, Logarh, Bunga) and three in Punjab (Relmajara, Nada,
and Gochar) and to Bihar as well.

Jhabua, Madhya Pradesh

The participatory community land management approach has also trans-
formed Jhabua, a poor tribal district of Madhya Pradesh, into a sea of
greenery and prosperity. “This is an outstanding example, as it represents
the effort of a State Government to involve the people in the management
of their land and water resources on a very big scale, with excellent
results. Unlike Sukhomajri, where bureaucratic interference soon started
having negative effects, in Jhabua, the people are involved in the concept,
planning, implementation, and management of land and watershed activ-
ities. There is good coordination among the district officials and the
villagers (Agarwal, Narain, and Sen, 1999). True, greed for power and
money, alcoholism, and other social vices hamper common welfare.
Fortunately, Sukhomajri and Jhabua have shown that it is not impossible
to do away with these evils and create ideal villages, if villagers are made
the “focus” of their development work.

The two experiments in participatory development have one big dif-
ference: In Haryana, “the politicians were not interested in the Sukhomajri
experiment as it was a case of people bypassing them and taking care of
their own development” (Agarwal, Narain, and Sen, 1999). At the begin-
ning, some local leaders did not like the idea of officials going directly
to the people. This was the reason behind transferring a former chief
conservator of forest, Gurunam Singh, in 1975. Further, the political
patronage for joint forest management was not high in Haryana. That is
why it does not feature in the government’s agenda. Now things have
improved. “When politicians know of the project and its impact, they
show interest,” says S. K. Singh, chief conservator of forest, Haryana. But
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in the case of Jhabua, the secret of success lies in the political will shown
by the then Madhya Pradesh chief minister, Dig Vijay Singh, who believes
that people should be directly involved in solving their own problems.

In 1985, Jhabua was just a poor tribal district. Thirteen years later, the
land was being nursed back to life with great care. Trees are beginning
to grow and there is grass all around. Dug wells are overflowing with
water in a place that was chronically drought prone in the 1980s. It is
the result of political will, combined with bureaucratic competence and
commitment and people’s participation (Agarwal, Narain, and Sen, 1999).

Some of the other outstanding instances of successful participation of
large groups of people in environment protection movements are the
Chipko Movement, led by Sundarlal Bahuguna in Uttar Pradesh, and the
Appiko Movement (literally meaning “embrace the trees”), led by the
Samaj Privartana Samudaya (Society for Social Change) in Karnataka. The
regeneration of dry villages through construction of earthern dams, check
dams, and water storage tanks for rainwater, harvesting and raising of
crops like cashew nuts, through people’s participation in the form of
shramdhan (free labor) as in the village Raeligaon Siddhi in Maharashtra,
Alwar district, in Rajasthan and in Tamil Nadu, are only a few other
instances (IJPA, No. 3, 1989).

Bihar

An excellent example of citizen participation and involvement in the area
of environmental protection is that of an Indian college teacher turned
environmental activist in the State of Bihar popularly known as Guddu
Baba (real name is Vikas Chandra)—the “high priest of the Ganga.” In
three years since 1996, this man’s crusade has reaped rich dividends. He
brought the plight of the river Ganga (Ganges) to the notice of the Patna
High Court and, since then, with the help of the judiciary, has helped
stem the pollution of the river. His achievements include getting three
defunct water treatment plants running in the state capital, Patna; stopping
dead bodies from being dumped into the river by Patna Medical College
Hospital (PMCH) by people who believe in water burial and by the very
poor, who cannot afford the cost of cremation; and getting two of the
defunct crematoriums functioning. Guddu Baba has also succeeded in
getting the patient’s meal allowance raised from Rs.3 daily to Rs.25 in
PMCH through a court order. He also succeeded in his efforts to cremate
the dead with dignity by ensuring that an incinerator was installed, instead
of the PMCH’s throwing the corpses into the river. He organized a human
chain of 100 people to create awareness in the people and local authorities
of the need to keep the Ganga clean. As recognition of his yeoman service,
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the Environment Department of Delhi University has invited Guddu Baba
to create awareness among the students.

Delhi

In Delhi, the Aravali Ridge is the only natural barrier between the desert
of Rajasthan and Delhi. Thanks to the 30 check dams built by the Forest
Department and people, Aravali’s desert vegetation has disappeared and
verdant patches of broadleafed trees have started growing again. These
are indigenous species like Anogysis pendula, which have reappeared in
the Asola forest area. “The Aravali species are fast reappearing, replacing
the desert species that is over-running the forests here,” says Deputy
Conservator of Forests (South) R. S. Prashant.

According to an NGO, Sristi, “Regular recharge of ground water can
be ensured by a better undergrowth and tree cover by retaining the Ridge
as a natural forest and not as a park. According to a wild life department
official, the replacement of the narrow-leafed desert vegetation with the
broad-leafed trees helps in many ways. Because the bigger leaves are
better carbon sinkers, they can absorb more pollution and release oxygen.
It will also add to the green cover of the city and lead to a rise in the
water table. It will also help prevent soil erosion by having a firmer grip
on the topsoil. The Asola experiment, therefore, needs to be replicated
in other parts of the Ridge.”

According to a study by Saurabh Sinha of the Centre for Science and
Environment, who carried out an impact assessment on rainwater harvest-
ing in certain parts of the city: “In Jamia Hamdard University, the pre-
monsoon level was 45 meters below ground level (mbgl). The post
monsoon level was 38 mgbl. In Janaki Devi College, the water table had
risen from 35.8 to 22.1 mbgl. The quality of the water too has improved.
There are other benefits also—now there is no water logging and the cost
of running tube wells has come down since with each meter’s fall in the
water table, an additional 0.4 kilo watt of energy is required to pump out
the same amount of water (TOI, Jan. 29, 2003). It is also heartening to
note that the Delhi Metro Rail Project is now ISO 14001, certified as eco-
friendly metro rail. This makes it the first mass rapid transport system in
the world to get this certification in the construction stage.”

The government of India has taken many measures toward conserva-
tion of natural resources, including forestry and wildlife, biodiversity, and
biosphere conservation; environmental impact assessments; prevention
and control of pollution; Ganga and Yamuna River action plans; and
regeneration and development and environmental research (MOEF Annual
Report, 2000-2001).
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Performance Failures and Shortcomings

Air Pollution

The National State of the Environment Report, 2001, prepared for the
UNEP by the government of India, lists five main areas: land degradation,
biodiversity, air pollution, freshwater management, and hazardous waste
management. It has identified air pollution, specifically vehicular pollution,
as one of the priority areas and has made recommendations. The “practical
strategies” outlined to reduce emissions and congestion and to check air
pollution are promotion of mass transport systems, traffic planning and
management, taxes on fuels and vehicles, further tightening of emission
norms and fuel quality specifications, and promotion and use of alternative
fuels, as in compressed natural gas (CNG), liquid petroleum gas (LPG),
propane-, or battery-operated vehicles.

The report rightly says that vehicular pollution control in metropolitan
and smaller cities deserves top priority because, in India, millions of people
breathe impure air contaminated by dreaded pollutants, resulting in pul-
monary diseases, allergies, and even death. In Delhi, one of the more
polluted capitals in the world, virtually no initiative to clean the air has
come from the government. Every order has come from the Supreme
Court, be it on unleaded petrol, phasing out of old commercial vehicles,
introduction of CNG, or tightening of emission norms.

The MOEF, the national implementing agency for the report, has not
implemented the recommendations. Nor is there any evidence that the
Union Finance Ministry is aware of the intrinsic link between the economy
of the country and its environment, for, if it had that awareness the Union
Budget for 2003–2004 would not have levied higher excise duties on auto
CNG and lowered diesel prices—the very opposite of the environmental
requirement. Nor was there any fresh initiative in the budget on the
promotion of renewable energy sources such as hydro, wind, or solar
power (TOI, March 11, 2002).

Water Pollution, Groundwater Depletion, 
and Freshwater Scarcity

In a performance review of the Yamuna Action Plan (YAP) by IIT-Roorke,
sponsored by the MOEF, the report says that it is “a well-conceived” plan
but suffers from many shortcomings in its implementation. It mentions
that “some drains that dump waste water into the Yamuna have not been
intercepted; some new pollution points have come up; the main problem
areas are Muzaffarnagar, Yamunanagar, Agra, and Faridabad; sewer clean-
ing has remained erratic; local bodies are unable to provide data on the
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use of sewer cleaning machines; sewage treatment plants are working in
most places but remain underused and power cuts are frequent” (TOI,
Feb. 3, 2003). The report continues to say that although the riverine states
are responsible for operation and maintenance of assets, Uttar Pradesh
(UP) has failed to provide any funds. Throughout UP and Haryana, there
is no planned utilization of the nutrient-rich treated effluent for irrigation.
Gas collection and use are minimal. Although community toilets have
been set up, user charges are high. Haryana is ahead of UP in completing
infrastructure work, but plants do not have enough sewage to treat. Further,
treated effluent is being discharged into drains and biogas utilization is
poor. Above all, the YAP has failed in invoking people’s participation and
creating awareness.

In Delhi, water pollution is alarming. A recent study conducted by the
Guru Gobind Singh Indraprastha University reveals that pollutants have
trickled down the troubled waters of the Yamuna and led to the drying
up of Delhi’s aquifer system. It has also revealed that the concentration
of arsenic, mercury, nitrates, sulfates, and dissolved salts in the capital’s
groundwater exceeds permissible limits, as Table 11.1 shows. 

The quantity of pollutants detected in the groundwater, in turn, affects
the health of the people, since the excessive presence of dissolved salts
in water affects the kidneys, nitrates can trigger the “blue-baby” syndrome,
sulfates can cause gastric problems, and fluorides can lead to fluorosis
and dental disorders. The contaminated water can also cause cancer, liver
and kidney damage, and neurological and reproductive disorders. In
Kerala, studies have directly linked the use of the pesticide Endosulfan
to cancer of the testicles, prostate gland, and breast. Children are the most
vulnerable because they do not have a fully developed immune system
to fight these toxins. Experts say that the presence of mercury and arsenic
beyond the permissible limit is a matter of “grave concern.”

The Delhi Water Board (DJB), the local body responsible for supplying
drinking water to city households, has woefully failed to enforce stringent
quality control and effective purification methods. Studies show that

Table 11.1 Levels of Water Pollution in Delhi

Pollutants Present Level
Maximal Permissible 

Limit

Nitrate 174 mg/L 100 mg/L
Sulfate 680 mg/L 100 mg/L
Fluoride 3 10 mg/L 1.5 mg/L
Mercury 4.60 mg/L 1 mg/L
Arsenic 69.5 mg/L 50 mg/L
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only 18 out of 33 tests prescribed by the Bureau of Indian
Standards for drinking water are reportedly being carried out.
Tests for the presence of mercury, cadmium, selenium, arsenic,
lead, zinc, ionic detergents, mineral oil and pesticides are not
conducted at all by DJB.

In fact in 1996 an Indo-Dutch study of the Yamuna river water
had found pesticides like DDT, aldrin, dieldrin, heptachlor and
BHC in the river water being supplied as drinking water. Then
again Indian Toxicological Research Institute in Lucknow had
found pesticide residue in almost all essential commodities of
life and also found that people of Delhi had the world’s highest
levels of DDT accumulated in their body fat. (Sunday Hin-
dustan Times, Feb. 22, 2003)

The excessive and alarming presence of these harmful substances in
groundwater is attributed to the continuous discharge of sewage and
industrial effluents into the river Yamuna. Subsequently, they seep into
the groundwater aquifer, which, being sandy in nature, allows pollution
to spread at a rapid rate. A study says that another problem involves the
strength of Delhi’s freshwater flow. If pumping activities continue with
the current frequency, the city’s supply of freshwater will mingle with
saline water and Delhi’s groundwater reserves could turn completely
saline. Sixty-seven sites have been identified as hydrographic stations to
be monitored through piezometers. “We are examining the ‘draft’ and
‘recharge’ aspects, says the official” (TOI, Jan. 31, 2003).

It was only after the Center for Science and Environment, a Delhi-
based NGO, made public its alarming finding that the bottled and pack-
aged drinking water sold by various brand companies contained pesticide
residue that the Delhi government banned their sale and cancelled the
license of these companies. It included Bisleri International, Noida, as
well. Earlier inspections by the Bureau of Indian Standards led to action
against eight plants, including one each of Pepsico, Bisleri, and Ion-
exchange.

Groundwater Woes

According to the chairman of the Central Pollution Control Board, D. K.
Biswas, “As groundwater levels, under pressure from the growing popu-
lation, go down, the concentration of harmful toxins in water increases.
Sewage pollution also increases.” Groundwater is not an endless resource,
and rainwater harvesting is becoming the only alternative of meeting the
water requirement of a growing population. Recognizing this, rainwater
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harvesting has been made mandatory in several cities in Haryana and
Punjab. As far as national capital is concerned, groundwater is critical in
south and southwest Delhi districts, where tube wells were banned in
2002. Groundwater has not improved in places where water-harvesting
systems are in place in Delhi, for instance, at the Jawaharlal Nehru
University (JNU) and Indian Institute of Technology (IIT). In fact, ground-
water fell in JNU by 2.5 m in January 2003. Sanjay Van, a forest area in
the southwest, is the only place where groundwater has been constant.
Its postwinter level was 1.08 m in 2003. The water-harvesting system will
not work immediately. Although the government of Delhi has banned
bore wells, the law has not been effectively enforced. Delhi citizens have
failed to obey the law and have bribed the officials of the Delhi Municipal
Corporation to allow them to bore wells in an illegal manner.

According to a research study by Saurab Sinha of the Center for Science
and Environment, some parts of Haryana and Punjab are faced with a
peculiar problem—the water table is rising and falling simultaneously.
This phenomenon is caused by the overexploitation of deep aquifers in
these areas. For instance, Dera Bassi near Chandigarh used to have a
shallow water level till a few years ago, and the farmers were a happy
lot. But over time, industries dug deep tube wells. Even farmers followed
suit. “As a result, the level of water in the shallow aquifers (up to 30  m
deep) is rising, and the level in the deeper aquifers is falling,” said Central
Ground Water Board, Northern Regional Director M. D. Nautiyal.

What are the impacts of this drying up of the deep aquifers? “We are
facing problems of broken roads, unstable building foundations, flooded
basements and poor sewerage,” according to a respondent of the area.
Several trees were uprooted in Mukhtsar, the cotton crop was destroyed,
thousands of precious trees like sesame and keekar were destroyed,”
stated Mukhtsar District Forest Officer S. P. Singh.

The remedy to this problem lies in conservation of water at deeper
levels, say the officials of the Central Ground Water Board (CGWB). They
advised the authorities to build harvesting structures in such a way that
water from the upper aquifers is directed to the fast-depleting lower
aquifers. They are asking people to harvest water at deeper levels to solve
the problem.

Large areas of Haryana and Punjab are also facing severe depletion of
groundwater. In 1995, over 50% of the “dark” overexploited blocks were
located in six states, including Punjab and Haryana, according to then
union agricultural minister Ajit Singh. In dark blocks, the groundwater
exploitation is over 85% of the amount recharged, whereas in overex-
ploited blocks over 100% of the amount recharged is drawn. In Punjab,
93 out of 138 blocks are dark or overexploited, whereas in Haryana the
numbers are 41 out of 110 blocks. As a result of this, the cost of drawing
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water is increasing as more power is required. Moreover, the use of
fertilizers is increasing and the soil is getting degraded.

Conclusion: India’s March toward SD 
and Millennium Goals

Intergenerational Equity

India’s efforts toward achievement of the eight Millennium Goals, including
SD, are a mixed bag of impressive fulfillment in some areas and failure
in others. As far as the achievement of the goal of  intergenerational
equality and equity is concerned, India is striving hardly and consistently
to ensure that the basic needs of life of the present generation are met
without compromising the capacity of the future generation to meet theirs.
This is partly evident from the fact that India achieved a sustained
economic growth of 5% to 5.5% during 1998–2003 and partly from the
recent decision of the government of India to repay the country’s public
debt amount secured on small interest rates. Definitely, India has to go
miles to realize full environmental sustainability, but the present track
record is an encouraging sign that the nation is moving in the right
direction.

Intranational Equity

In terms of the UNDP’s Human Development Index (HDI, 2003), which
measures the achievements of countries on the basis of indicators such
as life expectancy, educational attainment, income levels, and political
and economic participation of citizens, India has slipped three notches
from 124 to 127 in the ranking of countries on development. India’s
performance on the SD front is not very rosy. As far as the first Millennium
Goal—reducing by half the number of people living on less than a dollar
a day—is concerned, the report states, “India is home to the largest number
of hungry people at 233 million.” However, the report quickly adds that
with sustained economic growth, India and China—two of the world’s
most populous countries—can reach the goal. While China’s economy
moved 150 million people out of poverty from 1990 to 2000, India averaged
a growth rate of a 4% 

It is ironic that despite India’s food security being quite good, with
government food warehouses overflowing with wheat and rice, millions
of people go without food. The public distribution system that was recently
reorganized to serve the people below the poverty line is most inefficiently
administered. To make matters worse, there is inordinate delay in lifting
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of the grains by the state governments and widespread corruption in the
Food Administration. The net result is that there are several states like
Orissa, where people living in tribal and drought-prone areas die of
starvation, though the government denies such reports (TOI, June 25–27,
2003).

According to the report of the Economic Survey 2002–2003, the poverty
ratio in India had declined from 54.9% in 1973–1974 to 36.0% in 1993–1994
because of the success of the poverty alleviation programs. The poverty
ratio further declined to 26.1% in 1999–2000. While the proportion of poor
in the rural areas declined from 56.4% in 1973–1974 to 27.1% in 1999–2000,
the decline in urban areas was from 49% to 23.6%. In absolute terms, the
number of the poor declined to 260 million in 1999–2000, with about 75%
of these being in the rural areas.

Wide inter-state disparities are visible in the poverty ratios
between rural and urban areas as also in the rates of decline
of poverty. Among major States, Orissa, Bihar, West Bengal and
Tamil Nadu had more than 50 percent of their population below
the poverty line in 1983. By 1999–2000, while Tamil Nadu and
West Bengal had reduced their poverty ratios by nearly half,
Orissa and Bihar continued to be the two poorest States with
poverty ratios of 47 and 43 percent respectively. In 1999–2000,
20 States and Union Territories had poverty ratios, which were
less than the national average. Among other States, Jammu and
Kashmir, Haryana, Gujarat, Punjab, Andhra Pradesh, Maharash-
tra and Karnataka also succeeded in significantly reducing the
incidence of poverty. (Economic Survey, GOI, 2002–2003)

Great disparities in income, infrastructure, and economic development
exist not only among various regions of the country but also sharp
inequalities prevail among different segments and groups of the people
of India. Among the minorities, the Indian Muslims who constitute the
largest minority group, are the most socially and economically backward
people. Whereas the constitution of India has provided 15 and 7.5%
reservation for the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, respectively,
in the seats of parliament/state assemblies, educational institutions, and
public employment, there is no such reservation for the Muslims. In a
few states like Tamil Nadu, Muslims are also treated as backward class
and are given reservation in educational institutions and in government
jobs. The year 2004 being an election year in India, states like Rajasthan
and Madhya Pradesh have provided for reservation for upper caste people
on economic ground.
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While atrocities, crimes, and violence against scheduled castes and
tribes have been perpetrated by members of the upper castes for decades
in independent India, Muslims have also suffered from Hindu militant and
fundamentalist elements and outfits, resulting in large-scale communal
killings, violence, arson, and heavy loss of property. States most affected
by communal riots are UP, Maharashtra, Karnataka, and Tamil Nadu,
particularly since the demolition of the Babri Masjid (mosque) on Decem-
ber 6, 1992, and in Gujarat in the post-Ghodra anti-Muslim riots in
February–March 2002. Communal riots had taken place many times in the
past, but these most recent holocausts were abetted by those in political
power. Recent instances of violent attacks against the Christians, who are
a small minority group in the country, also threaten and weaken the
secular democratic fabric of the pluralistic Indian society.

Intragender Equity

As far as educational development is concerned, the UNDP report says
that in India, “40 million children, more than one third of the world’s total
are not in primary school.” According to Census of India, 2001, the literacy
rate in the country is 65.38% (75.85% for males and 54.16% for females).
Among states, Kerala is on the top with 90.92% in the country, and it also
tops both in male (94.20%) and in female (87.86%) literacy. Mizoram
(88.49%) and Lakshadeep (87.52%) follow. Bihar with a literacy rate of
47.53% ranks the last in the country, preceded by Jharkand (54.13%) and
Jammu and Kashmir (54.46%). The literacy rate of Bihar is also the lowest
for males (60.32%) and females (33.57%).

At the national level, the female literacy rate is 54.16% ; there are 495.7
million females and 531.3 million males in the country. The sex ratio in
the country has always remained unfavorable to females. In addition, the
plight of the “girl child” is worsening day by day. In the male-dominated
Indian society, the female child is discriminated against in the fulfillment
of all the basic needs of life. The practice of female foeticide is increasing
at an alarming rate in some states, such as Tamil Nadu, Punjab, and
Haryana.

Despite the law banning sex discriminating tests, clinics, doctors, and
people violate the law with impunity. Violence and crime against women
are on the increase. There is no gender equality in family, social, economic,
political, and administrative life for the women of India. The Women’s
Reservation Bill, which aims at 33% reservation for Indian women in the
parliament and state legislatures, has been scuttled for the fifth time in
the parliament because of lack of consensus among the major political
parties.
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Although 33% reservation for women has been made in the seats and
positions of chairpersons of the local government bodies as a result of
the Seventy-Third and Seventy-Fourth Amendments, empirical evidence
reveals that women representatives are facing many challenges in their
role performance. This only indicates that male politicians are yet to accept
gender equality gracefully in real political life. No doubt India has had a
woman prime minister, Indira Gandhi; a woman deputy chairperson of
the Rajya Sabha (upper house of parliament) in Dr. Najma Heptulla; and
women ministers and governors; however, participation of women in the
process of governance and administration is very limited in the country.
While electoral (exercising the right to suffrage) participation of women
in large numbers takes place in most elections to parliament and state
assemblies, their exercise of the right to contest for the seats in the
country’s lawmaking bodies is very insignificant. The number of women
parliamentarians in India has never exceeded 10% and that of women
administrators has never exceeded 12%. percent.

International Equity

As a sovereign, independent nation, India enjoys equality of status in the
comity of nations, in the UN and all other international bodies. India
complies with international law, various conventions, treaties, and decla-
rations. However, as a developing country, India is faced with unequal
treatment along with other developing countries at the hands of developed
nations through the World Bank, IMF, and WTO. Similarly, India is also
subject to exploitation by various multinational companies in matters of
trade, business, environmental protection, intellectual property rights, and
transfer of capital and technology. In the era of liberalization and global-
ization, all nations in the South are subjected to unequal treatment by
countries of the North.
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Introduction
Across Asia and neighboring countries, there have been many microfinance
schemes introduced in the past two to three decades. The majority of
these schemes have improved the immediate lives of individuals and their
families who have received the microcredit loans, with proven outcomes
of better health, education, and housing (Carvajal, 1989; Chua, 1998;
Fawcett, 1999; Sebstad and Chen, 1996). This chapter focuses on the goals,
objectives, and strategies for microfinance schemes and the overarching
policies that have allowed them to flourish. It further outlines suggestions
for improving the facilitation for these schemes to play their role in
alleviating poverty in Asia.

Defining Microfinance
Microcredit is a system of providing access to savings and more importantly
credit to those people who cannot borrow money from the usual formal
sources of credit because they are too poor and have no collateral. They
are often women, and their only alternative (outside loans from families)
has been to borrow cash from traditional moneylenders, and this in turn
leads them to being exploited and locks them into the continuing cycle
of poverty because of the very high interest rates.

Unlike the recent held China microbank lending initiatives (Saywell,
2000) in which the borrower has to pay back the loan or lose house or
car held as collateral, microfinance for the poor (based on Grameen
principles [Yunus, 1994]) does not generally ask for collateral. According
to the Microcredit Summit Campaign, by the end of 2001, 2,186 institutions
had made loans to 54,904,102 clients, over half of whom were among the
poorest at the commencement of their loan program—a stunning 38.7%
increase since the previous year (Lee (2003a, p. 8).

Lee (2003a) further noted that following the Microcredit Summit +5
meeting in New York in 2002, one of the directives of the commissioned
papers was to focus on “influencing policies, regulations, and systems in
favor of sustainable microlending” (p. 9). In terms of global policy, both
the World Bank and the Consultative Group to Assist the Poorest (CGAP)
have approached government policy makers to have interest rates, laws,
and supervision requirements in countries such as Vietnam reviewed and
updated (CGAP, 2002a).

At the government level, microfinance policies and strategies vary
according to the state of economic development, and the strength of
political and social relationships with international and regional trade. From
the perspective of the World Bank, its World Bank Group’s Microfinance



Microfinance in Asia � 279

Institutional Plan 1999 addresses two major objectives: to reduce poverty
and to help in developing financial sectors. Their action plan underscores
the fact that a large section of the labor force in client countries is
composed of microentrepreneurs, which are a vital economic force (The
World Bank Group, 1999).

From that perspective, the World Bank adopted strategies that promote
a supportive financial sector police and regulatory framework, facilitate
capacity building, give operational assistance, disseminate best practice,
and facilitate donor coordination. The proponents of CGAP believe that
microfinance will contribute to the Millennium Development Goals by
enabling the “poor to increase and diversify” their incomes; to “build
human, social, and economic assets,” and to improve their lives with
“better nutrition, improved health, access to schooling” (CGAP, 2002b, p.
1), and a higher quality of roofing on their houses; to expand their small
business enterprises; and to empower women.

More specifically, CGAP (2003a) lists several outcomes, which they
align to both the strategies for, and outcomes of, microfinance. Such
strategies include eradicating extreme poverty and hunger, achieving uni-
versal education, promoting gender equality and women’s empowerment,
and reducing child mortality while improving maternal health. CGAP
(2003a) in its phase III strategy 2003–2008 has a vision of microfinance
that incorporates supporting “the development of financials systems that
work for the poor” (p. 5).

Other policy objectives on regulation and supervision issues come from
CGAP (2002b), which sets out the objectives of prudential regulation such
as (1) protecting the country’s financial system by preventing failure of
one institution from impacting negatively on others and (2) protecting
depositors who are unable to monitor the financial health of the institution.
Specific strategies include mapping financial services for the poor; advanc-
ing industry knowledge; providing technical advice; raising capital effi-
ciently and effectively; working with networks; building industry
knowledge; improving linkages between financial and nonfinancial pro-
grams and incubating new models; deepening poverty outreach; measur-
ing social performance; building the information infrastructure; and
developing financial reporting standards; building local expertise; engaging
in multilateral policy consultations; supporting country-level policy dia-
logues; facilitating development of police and regulator standards; and
developing technical tools, services, and training (CGAP, 2002b).

Microfinance and Poverty Alleviation
Since the mid-1950s, several Asian countries have used different kinds of
poverty reduction strategies. Chowdhury (2001) cites CIRDAP’s (Centre
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on Integrated Rural Development for Asia and Pacific) (1999) mapping of
how these strategies have changed over five decades: from the develop-
ment paradigm of growth through industrialization (in which community
development was the poverty reduction strategy); to agricultural intensi-
fication and human capital development in the 1960s (when a trickle
down approach was tested); through the 1970s (when the emphasis was
on redistribution with growth and basic needs and integrated rural devel-
opment); to the 1980s, during which the focus was on structural adjust-
ments, private sector–led development (when the strategy was on growth,
human resources development, safety nets and nongovernmental organi-
zations [NGOs]); through to the 1990s (when the paradigm shifted more
to human development and growth and thus the strategy encompassed
labor-intensive growth, human resource development of the poor targeted
programs, and safety nets).

Because most of the microfinance programs are conducted in rural
areas, public policy on rural development has been a vital influence on
the support, funding, and regulation of such poverty alleviation and rural
development strategies (see Asian Development Bank, 2003). As
Chowdhury (2001) points out, the “thrust now” is toward a target group
approach, with emphasis on sustainability, equity (including gender
equity), and environmental protection.

Microfinance in Economic Development
There are thousands of microfinance programs being conducted in Asia,
some of which have been operating for over 20 years and some of which
have only just been incubated in the past year. The issue of whether or
not microfinance plays a strategic role in economic development depends
on the economic level of the country in which it is operating, and the
impact it has on a family in rural Bangladesh may be very different from
a family in Malaysia or the Philippines.

As the author has observed in field studies, one of the major benefits
of the presence of MFIs (microfinance institutions) in rural areas is that
“it helps prevent the forced migration of rural people who go to the cities
in search of work; the more people who leave a community, the more
the remaining community suffers from the absence of that human resource
and his/her income” (Gow, 2001a, p. 387). “The migration of some of the
CARD members in the Philippines during the economic downturn was
high and has detrimental effects on family and community life, both from
a social and economic viewpoint” (Gow, 2001a, pp. 387–388). According
to McGuire and Conroy (1998) both donors and governments, with the
exception of Pakistan to that date, have given substantial funds to support
the development of microfinance in Asia.
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While the Grameen Bank (GB) has caught the attention of the popular
press and indeed the cursory academic glance, there are many different
types of microcredit and microfinance programs. In 1983, Professor
Muhammed Yunus established the GB of Bangladesh for the purpose of
poverty alleviation. The underlying assumption of the traditional Grameen
model is that the rural poor just need access to credit to be able to climb
out of poverty. Groups of five people meet at Center meetings each week
(although this has been recently changed to fortnightly in many areas,
since the Grameen Bank has reviewed its operations), and they make
loan repayments, undergo training, and discuss a range of rules and ideas
(Bornstein, 1996).

The GB generally has only loaned to women, and most Grameen Bank
Replicas (GBRs) will also only lend to women. Although there has been
some criticism of this practice (Teare, 1998) and some angst from the men
affected and the male community as a whole, and keeping in mind that
some MFIs involving men have been successful, the evidence is still
weighted against men utilizing the loan monies to improve the lives of
their families as a whole (Yunus, 1995).

In Malaysia, another success story was the Grameen Replica, Amanah
Iktiar Malaysia (AIM). From 1986, under the initial guidance of David
Gibbons and Sukor Kasim, AIM became so efficient in the business of
microfinance that in 1996, the Malaysian government, with its goal of
reducing the percentage of poor people in rural areas by 2001, loaned
substantial sums of money to AIM (AIM, 1996).

Unfortunately, at about the same time that the Grameen Bank in
Bangladesh was reported to be having significant problems with their
program, problems in AIM began to come to light (see Conroy, 2002).
Some of these related to computer technology and operational, financial,
and managerial issues (Lee, 2003b, p. 3), as well as, apparently, a loss of
the original vision and aims of the microfinance scheme for the poor.
After considerable management reorganization, one of the original creators
of AIM, Kasim, believes that sustainability is a priority and will be built
into the strategy while “unsustainable area offices may have to be con-
solidated,” and AIM will have to measure itself “against established stan-
dards in institutional financial self-sufficiency” (Lee, 2003c, p. 5).

Viability and Sustainability
Robinson (2001) is adamant that for microfinance programs to be viable,
they must be self-sustainable. The poverty lending approach relies heavily
on subsidies. She nominates the Bank Ryat Indonesia (BRI) in Indonesia
as being a model to follow.
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Along the same line, McGuire (1998a, p. 10) argues that “it is clear
that at present most MFIs are not operating on a sound basis,” and Baruah
(2002, p. 28) contends that although short-term impacts are good in
alleviating poverty, “long-term impacts like asset creation and the ability
to withstand future economic or health-related stresses without falling
back into poverty have not been widely observed.”

Moreover, Dao (2001, p. 24) argues that “effective programs must reach
large numbers of borrowers to demonstrate significant impact and cost
effectiveness,” echoing McGuire’s (1998b, p. 1) admonition that we need
to understand that if “microfinance is to make an important contribution
to poverty reduction in the region, the microfinance sector will need to
develop to the stage where it can reach large numbers of poor people
on a sustainable basis.” Renteria-Guerrero (Hassan and Renteria-Guerrero,
1997) had developed a formula in 1997 that enabled planners to calculate
the likely viability of a credit program, and it would seem that such a
formula should be part of every program plan. He gives a simple method
for determining the breakeven point, which can be calculated thus: (Cost
of Funds + other Annual Operating costs + Bad debts + Pilferage) ¥ (1 +
the annual rate of Inflation) = (the amount of loans to be disbursed
annually ¥ the rate of interest changed to loanees). However, CGAP
(2003a) reports that there have been several NGO microfinance schemes
that have achieved financial sustainability and have still reached the very
poor with very small loan sizes, even in sparsely populated areas.

Whether or not modern technoanalysis, such as that proposed by
Akroyd (1999), logical framework, would be of assistance in establishing
the whole range of factors that might influence the outcome of the
feasibility and sustainability of a new, or expanding, microfinance program
remains to be explored. Akroyd (1999, p. 65) advocates that the tool
should be used at each stage of the project cycle. “This approach accus-
toms planners to think in terms of logical causes and effects within a
project hierarchy, and obliges them to consider the key assumptions and
risks which underpin success.”

Mosley (2001, p. 66) also provides a new formula for assessing poverty-
oriented projects—poverty-elasticity of aid expenditure. That is, he uses
the incomes from household budget surveys as major components of the
poor’s income, in order to calculate the poverty-elasticity of particular
types of aid expenditure. However, it is not a simple concept, and readers
are invited to study Table 7 in his article (available from Beech Tree
Publishing, 10 Watford Close, Guildford, Surrey, GUI 2EP, UK).

GRET (Group de Recherche et d’Echanges Technologiques) in Vietnam
(CGAP, 1996) and the Association of Asian Confederation of Credit Unions
(1999) in Thailand have been critical of NGOs that do not think through
the effects of their loan program on the local community at the macro
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level. Indeed Mosley (2001, p. 63) warns that if projects go wrong,
microfinance can actually increase the vulnerability of the very poor,
because it raises their levels of debt (CGAP, 2003b), thus leading them to
the risk of losing their existing assets. Dao (2001, p. 19) also questions
whether the poor should take out loans, if they cannot invest wisely or
if they are already in debt. Indeed, Hoeskma, Gow, and Finlay (1998)
found that in badly designed loan programs, some people had lost their
houses and all that they owned before entering a well-prepared and
monitored GBR (Grameen Bank Replica) program.

Another criticism relates to a lack of targeting of the loans, specifically
to prospective entrepreneurs. Lapar and colleagues’ study (1995, cited in
Gaile and Foster, 1996, p. 7) of loan takers in the Philippines intimated
that borrowers may in fact be more entrepreneurial than nonborrowers,
and that is why they perform so well. Moreover, the Association of Asian
Confederation of Credit Unions (AACCU) in Thailand would advocate that
such loans should only be made available to people with latent or explicit
entrepreneurial skills because funds are scarce, and in encouraging eco-
nomic development, it is better to loan the money to people who will
do something worthwhile with it and grow enterprises that go on to
employ others in the community.

Certainly if applicants do not have an enterprising spirit and skills in
agriculture or mariculture, or in small business products or services, or
an ability to act as agents, then it is likely that they will not be successful
in establishing a larger business, even if they have access to appropriate
avenues of credit. The AACCU (1999, p. 1) emphasizes that it is important
to accept that “not all poor have entrepreneurial competencies.”

The reasons given for success of various microfinance schemes vary.
Fawcett (1999, p. 3) explains that credit workers say that the loan recovery
rate is high—usually more than 98%, and in some groups 100%—because
of close monitoring of group activities, training, motivation, and the higher
sense of responsibility that women display. Aid officials say that women
who earn more contribute to better nutrition, schooling, and health care
for their children (Fawcett, 1999, p. 3). But critics say the approach is
unsuitable for remote hilly villages without access to transport or other
infrastructure, involves high risks, and can prove an expensive proposition
because interest rates can be as high as 25% (Fawcett, 1999). Dao (2001,
p. 18) also believes that the selling interest rate is one factor that hinders
microfinance outreach.

Although international donors fund such fledgling programs for 3 years
and in some cases not until after the program has been running success-
fully for at least 3 years, the women’s groups know that it takes 3 to 5
years at least for the program to become sustainable, when it is being
conducted in very poor areas where there is no infrastructure and little
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funding for salaries and equipment (Gow, Moore, Hoeksma, and Wood,
2000). Furthermore, Gibbons (2003, p. 1), who has had a lot of “hands-
on” experience in establishing, monitoring, training, and consulting with
Grameen Bank replicas and in helping them turn around, believes that
“shortage of capital is seriously constraining the outreach of microfinance
to the poor in Asia.”

Mayoux (2002a, p. 58) argues that financial sustainability is only one
part of best practice and needs to be judged against the backdrop of
criteria for empowerment and poverty alleviation. Indeed, Mayoux con-
tends that diversity of thinking is needed and a shift away from the setting
up of parallel specialized microfinance banks. She further argues that
mainstream banks should fulfill their social responsibility, such as improv-
ing the links between microfinance and other institutions, so that they
contribute to empowerment and the implementation of gender awareness
training on an ongoing basis.

At a microlevel, there have been several responses to such social
responsibility, and according to Chowdhury (2001, p. 3), the Bangladesh
Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC), the largest national NGO in the
Southern Hemisphere, is such an example. He refers to BRAC as a model
of a civil society organization that has played an effective role in poverty
alleviation and proved that it is possible to work with state agencies to
achieve a common goal.

At a macrolevel, Vietnam is one of the few countries that have
responded quickly to poverty alleviation through loans to the poor and
have utilized the financial system to fulfill such social responsibility as
Mayoux (2002a) advocated. Since the beginning of Vietnam’s major eco-
nomic reforms, the imperative for credit provision is really construed as
an adjunct to other economic improvement strategies. One of the Vietnam
government’s policies is to alleviate poverty, and one strategy is to promote
production activities by improving technology and financial access. Micro-
finance, through its twin goals of credit provision and savings capacities,
is thus seen as one of the resources to achieve this aim (Dao, Nguyen,
Tran, and Pham, 1999). The government believes that change at all levels
of rural and urban economic improvement will increase the country’s
economic prosperity.

Working on changing their nation’s laws about banking and finance
has been a preoccupation with many microfinance institutions in Vietnam,
the Philippines, and India. Fortunately, in Vietnam, where the government
has been working exceptionally hard on its economic redevelopment
policies and strategies, a number of laws have been changed or passed
since Doi Moi (economic reform) was introduced in 1986. The Law on
the State Bank of Vietnam (which, since 1995, has been responsible for
the development of all financial institutions and thus influences credit to
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the poor [Dao, 2001]) and the Law on Credit Institutions (which, since
1998, has assisted rural credit needs) have been two key laws that have
been passed. Together with the Civil Code (dealing with private credit
markets) and the Cooperative Law (which, since 1995, has been respon-
sible for banking and credit activities in both the formal and informal
sectors), they have all aided rural finance. But there is still “no firm legal
framework for microfinance” institutions (p. 10).

Dao (2001) outlines the three sectors to the Vietnamese financial
system. Although one is the informal sector, consisting of moneylenders
and others, the semiformal sector seems to fund microfinance programs.
However, within the formal sector also there are the Vietnam Bank for
the Poor (VBP), which was established in 1995 and gives loans to poor
households, and the Vietnam Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development
(VBARD), which is responsible for dispensing and recovering loans. These
are state-owned commercial banks, but the People’s Credit Funds (PCFs)
and other credit cooperatives are owned by their members, who are mostly
farmers.

The other formal sector banks, including the Rural Shareholding Banks
(RSHBs) are generally not involved in microfinance, although some have
loaned money to the poor. Dao (2001) reports that this formal outreach
has assisted a large number of rural households. But, as in all countries,
it is not clear how many of the “poorest of the poor” have benefited.

According to the VBP (Dao, 2001), the proportion of people under
the poverty line decreased by 21% from 1993 to 1998, a rather remarkable
feat in such a short time; and if one analyzes only the very-low-income
households, 10% of them climbed above the poverty line within the same
time frame. Interest levels in Vietnam range from 0.7% to 1.5% per month.
The Vietnam Women’s Union (VWU) and the Vietnam Farmers Union
(VFU) along with the NGO programs generally charge up to 30% to 50%
more than the other institutions, but are organized on a small scale (Dao,
2001). There is a move to transfer all such social and policy loan programs
to a new type of policy bank, which will leave the commercial banks free
to pursue free market principles.

Interestingly, on a more global scale, Goodwin (1998, p. 57) sets forth
a number of recommendations for a policy about commercial banks’
becoming engaged in microfinance. One of these is to allow small banks
to become regulated, and this would lead the way for larger commercial
banks to enter the microfinance market for the poor.

There is no doubt that the Vietnam government recognizes the impor-
tant role that microfinance plays. Nevertheless, the Vietnamese government
has no policy specifically about microfinance, and it is not alone with
regard to this matter in Asia. However, there is a microfinance government
plan outlined in the Hunger Eradication and Poverty Reduction (HEPR)
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program (Nguyen, 2001). According to Goodwin (1997), the Banking with
the Poor Network (BWTP) is the only network that works toward making
linkages between NGOs and MFIs and commercial banks to facilitate the
capital flow in microfinance.

Gender, Equity, and Empowerment
The FAO/UNDP (2002, p. 23) recommends, among other initiatives, the
increased access to formal credit for women as a way to equalize the
gender imbalance in Vietnam. USAid, which provides loans for credit
programs only in the nonformal sector, made one of the conditions of
the sponsorship that the loans go to women borrowers. Poster and Salime
(2002) criticized this dispersal scheme, claiming that it may have a negative
impact on the household. The emphasis on loans to groups, and not
individuals, arose out of USAid’s belief that this leads to group solidarity
(Poster and Salime, 2002), but solidarity also creates tensions. It may also
be a misunderstanding of the Grameen circle approach.

Poster and Salime (2002) also believe that microfinance programs create
too much work for women. This has certainly been expressed by groups
who have been running the programs for more than 2 years (Thuy, 2000).
Thus, from a feminist point of view, creating work for women through
individual loans in the informal sector keeps them unprotected econom-
ically (Poster and Salime, 2002, p. 196).

Pearson (2000) asserts that the GB and its replicas are one of many
forms of MFIs, and that it is quite possible for the microfinance system
to be streamlined. This process will make the system less exhausting to
administer and less time consuming for the managers of the project, which
factors are of concern to the MFIs (see McLaughlin, 2002).

From the perspective of feminist empowerment and gender equity
policies, Mayoux (2002b, pp. 246–247) does not agree that the strategies
in the three paradigms, underlying the microfinance strategy, of financial
self-sustainability, poverty alleviation paradigm, and the feminist empow-
erment paradigm, are always in the interest of women. She further argues
that empowerment concerns are often ignored in the program designs;
thus as well as having a negative effect on the women themselves, they
could prejudice the financial sustainability of the projects.

Indeed, Coke (2000), in her survey of a GBR in the Visayas Region in
the Philippines, concluded that the female loanee is limited by what is
considered to be an acceptable activity for women and by their need to
be involved in household production and, therefore, her choices in setting
up a small business are limited. Along the same line, Todd (2002), in her
review of microfinance schemes in the Philippines, concluded that the
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road out of poverty necessitates the development of a partnership between
women and their menfolk, plus an adaptation to technology, because
businesses would be more likely to be successful if they involved male
activities.

According to the GEO (2000), loans from subsidized credit programs
often fail to reach the poor and are used for consumption and often are
not repaid (ADB, 1998). As Haynes and Avery (1996, p. 61) have high-
lighted, the finances of businesses and families are often entwined and
therefore, even if their business secures a loan, then its impact may be
mitigated by spending on household requirements.

However, there is another lobby that asserts that poor women have
the right to spend such money in this way. Pearson (2001, p. 319)
advocates that although there is a rule that women should use the money
they borrow for business proposes and increase in income, women have
a legitimate demand for money they can spend on basic reproductive
needs, such as food, housing, education, health care, and transport, and
not just productive commercial activities.

Microfinance Policy and Reality
It is useful to align the progress to date with the Millennium Development
Goals specifically for the role of microfinance (CGAP, 2002b) in the
reduction of poverty by 2005: helping to eradicate extreme poverty and
hunger; achieving universal education; promoting gender equality and
women’s empowerment; and reducing child mortality, improving maternal
health, and combating disease. Is the international community achieving
these, and if we are not achieving them, we need to ask why not.

Setbacks

The fact that macroeconomic factors have a massive impact on even small
microfinance projects needs to be kept in mind, as the International
Monetary Fund and others interested in the world economic outlook do
not believe that the East Asian growth after the 1997 crisis can achieve
the predicted rapid productivity growth, a path that Vietnam has pursued
since Doi Moi. Crafts (1999, p. 139) also warns that “there are downside
risks to the East Asian ‘developmental state’ model.” This means that in
respect to policies relating to poverty alleviation goals and the expectation
that schemes such as microcredit could lift people out of poverty within
5 years, or even 10 years, is no longer a reasonable goal.

There are also economic trends, unexpected natural disasters, and
world events that have intervened in the plan to alleviate world poverty.
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Notably there was the Bangladesh flood, which dramatically affected the
GB’s performance, although by all reports they have now restructured
their systems (Gibbons, 2003) and moved to make significant changes that
have turned around what could have been the death knell for one of the
most amazing grassroots institutions ever implemented for the poorest of
the poor.

Across Asian programs, the Asian economic collapse had a seriously
negative impact on many of the microfinance programs and the poverty
levels of the peoples involved, especially in countries such as Indonesia
(see McGuire and Conroy, 1998). Although wars, droughts, and floods
also affected several Asian countries for some time, additional disasters,
such as sudden acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) and terrorist activities
threatened to take a disastrous toll on aspects of economies such as
Singapore and China, and to a lesser extent Vietnam (BizAsia, 2003).

The ongoing negative consequences of the increasing effects of
HIV/AIDS disease (Economic and Social Commissions for Asia and the
Pacific [ESCAP], Regional Commissions Development Update, July 2002)
and the widespread effects of hard drug use have reduced the labor
available in the 18- to 35-year-old range, leading to decreases in the living
standards of people in many areas. Uncontrollable calamities of such
proportion mean that more demands are made on aid funds than before,
and billions of dollars have been diverted to the world threat of disease
and death, annihilating whole villages, towns, regional areas, and even
professional groups of people, such as teachers (Crawley, 2000; UNAIDS,
2000).

On a macrolevel, aid agencies have been well aware of international
aid fatigue for more than a decade and rather than the problem lessening,
it is actually becoming bigger, as we experience more and more wars,
famines, and political unrest. People everywhere feel overwhelmed and
ask themselves what is the point of contributing millions of dollars to
causes and activities when within a few years all the good work may well
have been undone and the people may return to their former, if not a
worse, level of poverty and despair.

Although many institutions may become despondent and “give up the
good fight,” not so the GB. It fought back after the Bangladesh flood and
restructed its loan systems so that it could help people to cope with this
added burden of catastrophe. So, it is not surprising that faced with the
additional impact of the Asian economic collapse and the drying up of
its sources of sponsorship, it remodeled itself. Perhaps after all, the GB
still works on its original model of action learning (Yunus, 1994).

Nevertheless, regardless of how much access a person has to credit
facilities, there are still market forces at work that hinder or obstruct the
improvement in their standard of living, such as lack of access to markets
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internally and externally. Anderson and associates argue (2002, p. 227)
that 40% of the costs of the barriers to market access in developing
countries are from industrial countries, but 60% are from within their own
countries.

South Asia and some countries such as Laos and Vietnam have a critical
level of rural poverty (Chowdhury, 2001), affecting more than 45% of rural
people. According to Dao (2001, p. 1), there are still “a large number of
poor and low-income households” excluded from access to microfinance.

Chowdhury (2001) argues that because the poor depend on small-scale
agriculture microenterprise and the informal sector, then providing them
with a conducive environment should be a key priority. Chowdhury does
not believe that access to credit alone will pull this group out of poverty
and proposes, as do others, strategies for old age pensions, insurance,
social safety nets, minimum wage indexation, and improved labor stan-
dards and labor mobility.

In spite of the large number of programs being conducted in Bang-
ladesh, it is still difficult for any of the microfinance institutions in Bang-
ladesh to reach the 15% of people who make up the ultrapoor group
who, according to Chowdhury (2001, p. 19), cannot be covered by the
existing programs, because the very poor fear the risk of losing what little
they already have by borrowing money. Nevertheless, it seems that BRAC
is now attempting to target even this difficult-to-access group, with a great
deal of support from “bilateral and multilateral donors.”

Keeping Perspective
It seems that the role of microfinance as a tool to assist in economic
development is often forgotten, as more and more is expected of this
type of microeconomic activity. Perhaps the expectation that it could
actually be used to move people quickly out of poverty and thence whole
regions or countries, and even the country itself, into economic viability
was poorly conceived and the role and capability of microfinance itself
misunderstood and perhaps then even misused.

Although some projects and institutions indicate that they have become
sustainable, they have not done this without seeking outside support of
some type, whether that be to form itself into a chartered bank, a credit
union, or a large NGO. On a microlevel, there is no evidence that a
microfinance scheme can achieve significant outreach or sustainability
without donor aid, or government assistance, or private enterprise endeav-
ors (Morduch, 2000). Perhaps the real debate should be whether loan
capital should only be given to people who, after their second loan,
demonstrate a real capacity and competence to increase their businesses
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to employ other people in the villages and towns on an ongoing non-
subsidized basis. On the other hand, who will set themselves up as judge
and jury to decide if a home-based business is any less a contribution to
a country’s economic improvement than one that moves out to the
community to employ others on a wider scale?

The debate about the role of microfinance in alleviating poverty on a
large scale and in a sustainable capacity continues. However, if one asks
the loanees from a successful, well-organized and sustainable microfinance
program, they will tell you that they would rather have had the opportunity
to add to their income generation and that this has led to positive outcomes
for the family and the village and neighborhood. The success stories far
outweigh the occasional stories of failure, and it is important that academic
theorists and critics balance their knowledge about what actually happens
by working in the field with the people they are studying, at all levels,
over time and across several programs, in different countries.

Conclusion
From an economic development standpoint, there is no doubt that policies
that facilitate microfinance schemes and institutions need to have strategies
that ensure the review of the management and monitoring of such activities
within an overarching conceptualization of sustainability. This means that
considerations such as the likelihood of growth in the business and the
predicted impact of its contribution spilling over into the economy of the
village, town, or city in which it is instituted need to be analyzed at some
stage in the allocation of funds to the individual, group, or enterprise.
Indeed, there may be a second stage in which funds are only allocated
to those individuals, families, or groups who can demonstrate entrepre-
neurial ability in order to achieve sustainable economic development.

However, from social, educational, and health development perspec-
tives, there is no guarantee that if funds are restricted in the manner
outlined, the recognized outcome measures of better health, housing, and
education, together with women’s greater income generation and subse-
quent increased economic purchasing power, will be achieved to the same
extent that is occurring now in Asian countries.
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Introduction
Few places are more in need of sustainable development strategies than
the nation’s urban neighborhoods. For decades, families who have been
financially able have left these once-vibrant neighborhoods for the greener
pastures of suburban living. Business and industry that used to be con-
centrated in and around cities have dispersed jobs and economic oppor-
tunity to the suburbs as well. Buildings are run down and infrastructure
is crumbling. Crime is up,1 schools are struggling, and access to jobs and
needed services is practically nonexistent. People remaining in these
neighborhoods do so only because they cannot afford to move out. They
have little hope for their future or for the future of their children.

The severity of the crisis has left community leaders and politicians
scrambling for a quick fix, something that will turn their cities and their
neighborhoods around quickly and effectively. Yet, more than 50 years
after Congress passed its first urban neighborhood revitalization program,
the Housing Act of 1949, many neighborhoods are worse off than ever.
Subsequent government programs,2 encompassing billions of dollars of
investment, have at best achieved only limited success in very localized
areas.

Yet, amid increasing poverty and a widening gap between the haves
and the have-nots,3 there are signs of progress. Little by little, some
neighborhoods are being renewed—not by faraway bureaucrats or even
local politicians but instead by the very citizens who live in these com-
munities. Through a variety of tools, ordinary citizens are turning their
communities around and generating optimism for the sustainable future.
Make no mistake; these neighborhoods still have a long way to go. Their
decline did not happen overnight, and neither will their revitalization. But
a review of the literature shows that citizens’ participation can be a valuable
tool to change the future of the nation’s neighborhoods by not only
revitalizing them, but also sustaining that revitalization.

This chapter examines the value of a participatory approach to sus-
tainable neighborhood revitalization. It begins by defining participation
and discussing why many scholars and planners say it should be a
component of sustainable development efforts. The chapter further out-
lines some of the more common tools to facilitate participation and
examples of participation efforts in various cities across the country. It
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also includes an important discussion of the limits and challenges of
participation, as well as some suggestions to overcome those challenges.

Defining Participation
Simply stated, participation is “the meaningful involvement of people in
decisions that affect their lives” (Hanna, 2000, p. 399). A participatory
system should be broad and open enough to allow everyone with a stake
in the outcome to have his or her opportunity to be heard (Hanna, 2000).
This view of participation is the ideal; however, from a practical standpoint,
it may not be possible to engage every single affected person in the
decision-making process. No matter how good the participatory system,
sometimes the number of participants is too large to include everyone.

Similarly, even people who stand to be impacted by a decision may
have no interest in being involved in the decision-making process. The
problems facing neighborhoods are complex and multifaceted. Although
a citizen may recognize the problem of high crime, for example, he or
she may lack understanding of the many factors that contribute to the
problem and therefore lack the capacity to attempt to solve it.

As such, information plays a very important role in the process of
participation. Communities cannot build consensus around an idea without
communicating with citizens about the impact. The simple act of sharing
information, of working to educate people about any given idea or
initiative, is a form of participation (Hanna, 2000). But information alone
does not empower people to influence the decisions that affect them;
they must, after receiving the information, have the opportunity to com-
municate their own ideas, concerns, or desires4 (Hanna, 2000).

Rationale behind Participation
No one knows better the problems facing their community than the people
who live there every day. On the basis of firsthand experience, many
neighborhood residents can determine where financial or human resources
are needed the most and will do the most good over the long term
(Bramhall, 1992; Rubin, 2000). Of the many things that can be learned
from past attempts at neighborhood revitalization, the most important is
that there is no single solution that will work in every neighborhood.
Each community has its own unique characteristics, physical attributes,
and workforce makeup. These factors will figure prominently in deter-
mining the success and sustainability of any given revitalization strategy
(Nowak, 1997).
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Participation also helps bring out the potential of people in the neigh-
borhoods through networking, teamwork, and other participatory pro-
cesses (Haynes and Nembhard, 1999). When a few people take matters
into their own hands, by volunteering time or donating money, they
motivate others to do the same, thereby increasing the impact of com-
munity-based efforts (Bramhall, 1992).

Although Porter (1997) argues for a market-based approach and rele-
gates government and citizens to a supportive role on the sidelines,5

Haynes and Nembhard (1999) argue that citizens should be front-and-
center in the effort not only to create job opportunities in their neighbor-
hoods but also to ensure those opportunities match the needs and skills
of residents—a vital component of any sustainable development effort.
Current approaches tend to miss the link between jobs and social better-
ment; as a result people move out of the community when they can rather
than use their skills to help others in their neighborhood move up (Haynes
and Nembhard, 1999).

Another reason justifying citizens’ participation is the poor record of
success for traditional initiatives. Top-down approaches have failed our
nation’s cities, not only because they failed to involve affected people but
also because they failed to recognize the depth and complexity of the
cities’ problems. Many traditional revitalization efforts have focused on
neighborhoods as real estate markets (Nowak, 1997). They might give a
community a facelift by building or renovating housing, or even bringing
in new business. But if the people cannot afford the housing and are not
qualified for the jobs, the effort has not truly helped anyone.

Neighborhoods need more than a facelift. Their very foundation has
been shaken, and the only way to strengthen them is to rebuild their
social systems by getting people together to work toward a common goal.
Participation restores the sense of community that is at the heart of
America’s neighborhoods. It helps ensure the real needs of the community
are being addressed in a way that coincides with the goals of the
community at large (United States General Accounting Office, 1995).

Participation Tools

Social Capital

There are many options available to communities that wish to engage in
participatory planning and problem-solving processes. Those neighbor-
hoods with a strong foundation of social capital will more easily be able
to mobilize citizens into action using these tools. Social capital is vital to
the success of community-based revitalization efforts because it represents
an already existing infrastructure of coordination and cooperation among
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citizen groups, usually based on common traits such as race or religion6

(Silverman, 2001).

Community Development Corporations

One of the most prominent and long-used tools to facilitate community
participation is Community Development Corporations (CDCs). According
to a survey conducted in the mid-1990s for the National Congress for
Community Economic Development (NCCED), the more than 2,000 CDCs
around the country have produced more than 400,000 units of affordable
housing, developed 23 million square feet of commercial and industrial
space, lent $200 million to minority business enterprises, and created as
many as 67,000 full-time, permanent jobs (Harrison and Glasmeier, 1997).

Today, CDCs are elaborate business-oriented organizations7 (Blakely
and Bradshaw, 2002). Although the organizations, most of which have
formed since the 1960s, were originally very focused on changing the
physical place in neighborhoods, they have evolved to address social
concerns as well. They work to provide services such as child care, family
support, health care, economic development, school reform, housing
improvements and an array of quality of life activities (Naparstek and
Dooley, 1997). According to Sullivan (in Naparstek and Dooley, 1997),
CDCs work to bring about social change in a neighborhood by

changing the ethnic composition of the residents; changing the
attitudes of individual residents already there; changing the way
individuals relate to one another; and changing the way the
neighborhood and its residents interact with powerful people
and institutions outside the neighborhood. (p. 5, Proquest)

It is their comprehensive, multifaceted approach—one that is sensitive
to the needs of both business and human beings—that makes CDCs
successful in creating jobs and alleviating poverty in low-income neigh-
borhoods (Blakely and Bradshaw, 2002).

Governing Nonprofits

Another tool that has been used successfully is governing nonprofit
organizations. These are nonprofit organizations that do not provide any
specific service but instead form their goals and missions “on very broad
social and political issues” and work to build coalitions among a broad
range of groups (Hula, Jackson, and Orr, 1997, p. 1, Proquest). Governing
nonprofits seem to operate on the theory of strength in numbers in that
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they recognize the value of bringing together people with broad, collective
interests—groups that had been underrepresented or not represented at
all—to get their voices heard (Hula et al., 1997). The authors reviewed
the actions of three governing nonprofits, in Baltimore,8 Detroit,9 and Los
Angeles,10 and found the organizations all made an impact on the actions
of government in their communities, to varying degrees.11 Important to
the success of these organizations is establishing working relationships
with the existing political structure without being co-opted by strong
mayors or other leading political figures.

Responsive Participatory Redesign

Fung (2001) discusses the merits of responsive participatory redesign (RPR)
as a tool for planning and urban design that allows citizens to take the
initiative to correct defects. Elements of RPR, such as “feedback loops”
that enable citizens to respond to problems and suggest changes, could
also be valuable in revitalization efforts. The bottom-up approach allows
citizens to use their knowledge and ingenuity to change the shape of
their neighborhoods (Fung, 2001). Fung focuses on spatial issues (as
opposed to poverty or joblessness), and his assessment of RPR’s role in
the Chicago Alternative Policing Strategy (CAPS) demonstrates the impact
spatial issues can have on community well-being and quality of life. The
neighborhoods examined were able to take an active role in making their
communities safer by working with police to cut down on local drug
trafficking and reduce gang activity12 (Fung 2001). Although these prob-
lems were small in scale on a citywide level, they had a noticeable impact
at the neighborhood level and may have escalated had there not been a
system in place for citizens to participate with law enforcement in a
solution (Fung, 2001).

Government Programs and Initiatives

While locally generated initiatives without strong ties to government tend
to be more successful at spawning neighborhood revitalization (Hula et
al., 1997), government has attempted to harness the power of community
participation in neighborhood revitalization as well. Among the most recent
of those efforts are the Clinton administration’s Empowerment Zones and
Enterprise Communities programs. Enacted into law in 1993, the programs
promised both funding tools and regulatory relief to a limited number of
communities that could demonstrate broad support of a strategic plan by
citizen groups, local governments, social service agencies, businesses, and
universities (Peirce, 1994; Riposa, 1996). The six Empowerment Zone
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communities13 would receive $100 million in funding for social services
and a variety of other tax and financial incentives. According to a 1996
report from the United States General Accounting Office, the Empowerment
Zones initiative was being implemented in different ways in the six com-
munities,14 but in each case, participation was playing a vital role in
stakeholder communication and strategy development.15

Participation in Action

Minneapolis

A number of case studies demonstrate how participation is being used to
help address both physical and social ills of neighborhoods over the long
term. Minneapolis launched its Neighborhood Revitalization Program
(NRP) in 1990 to put decision-making power in the hands of individual
neighborhoods (Martin and Pentel, 2002). The goals were to build neigh-
borhood capacity, to encourage cooperation among various levels of
government and citizens, to involve citizens in rebuilding the services they
need, and to restore a sense of place in the community (Bramhall, 1992).
The program targeted all neighborhoods, both rich and poor. However,
those that were historically the poorest received the most funding (Martin
and Pentel, 2002). Citizens worked together to focus efforts on everything
from economic development and park development to crime and security,
and human services (Martin and Pentel, 2002). In the city’s Whittier
neighborhood, the community-based Whittier Alliance made construction
of a new school its top priority. Giving citizens the opportunity to prioritize
and address their collective concerns has helped increase people’s sense
of ownership in their community (Martin and Pentel, 2002).

Portland’s Albina Neighborhood

After years of citizens being displaced by various attempts at urban
renewal, Portland’s Albina community embarked on a community planning
effort in 1989 that involved more than 100 public and private entities
(Bramhall, 1992). Citizens initiated the process and worked together to
develop a plan that focuses on infill housing and rehabilitation, as well
as creation of jobs (Bramhall, 1992).

Denver’s Cole Neighborhood

Although Albina residents initiated their neighborhood revitalization effort,
citizens in Denver’s Cole neighborhood had to be persuaded (Bramhall,
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1992). Once citizens realized they would have the financial support, as
well as the support of business, they formed the Cole Coalition to rebuild
their neighborhood through building maintenance and rehabilitation, tree
plantings, and citizen patrols (Bramhall, 1992).

North Little Rock

Building trust through citizen participation has also helped North Little
Rock, Arkansas, address ongoing decay of its neighborhoods and com-
mercial areas. Following a murder in the downtown, citizens demanded
a comprehensive effort to turn their city around (Baxter, 1995). As a result,
the city turned to two federal initiatives for help, the Local Initiative
Support Coalition and Main Street Program, and implemented programs
to use volunteers to rehabilitate homes and buildings, develop skills
through sports, and improve neighborhood safety with community polic-
ing (Baxter, 1995).

Indianapolis

In Indianapolis, Mayor Stephen Goldsmith was elected in part because of
his plan to limit the scope of government and give political decision-
making power to citizens. He was successful to some extent in that citizens
and neighborhoods were mobilized and ready to act to improve their
living conditions (McGovern, 2003). In some of the targeted neighbor-
hoods, the city invested more than $1.5 billion in improving streets,
sidewalks, and sewers (McGovern, 2003). Yet, the overall impact, mea-
sured in availability of affordable housing, has been small, caused in large
part by the fact that he cut the size of government so much that most
neighborhoods did not have the financial or human resources16 they
needed truly to make a difference (McGovern, 2003).

Challenges and Limits to Participation
Participatory systems are by no means simple to implement, nor are they
a panacea for solving the many problems of declining neighborhoods.
The Goldsmith case in Indianapolis demonstrates a few of the limits and
challenges to participation as a tool for neighborhood revitalization. First
and foremost, citizens cannot be expected to turn their neighborhoods
around all by themselves. The problems facing neighborhoods are very
complex and may require more than a group of citizens can achieve.
They need the financial and intellectual support of experienced community



Citizens’ Participation in Neighborhood Revitalization � 305

leaders and developers to make their neighborhoods better places to live
and work (McGovern, 2003; Nowak, 1997; Silverman, 2001). Another
limitation, illustrated by the Goldsmith case as well as the Minneapolis
case, is that lack of representation by certain groups in participatory efforts
can lead to initiatives that may harm those groups. In both Indianapolis
and Minneapolis, housing initiatives focused on new construction and
rehabilitation, primarily in the form of turning rental properties back into
single-family homes17 (Martin and Pentel, 2002; McGovern, 2003). This
may leave renters without affordable housing; therefore, it is important
when developing a plan to ensure all interests are represented.

In some cases, government leaders may view citizen participation as
a threat because it results in conflicting demands that destabilize govern-
ment order because few of the demands could ever be met by government
(Berry, Portney, and Thomson, 1993). Skepticism among citizens—espe-
cially those who have been struggling for so long to overcome pov-
erty—leaves many people wary of getting involved with government
(United States General Accounting Office, 1995). Many want to see results
before they are even willing to participate (United States General Account-
ing Office, 1995). For communities that are able to organize, there is much
red tape to negotiate on the path to obtain funding for initiatives to address
the communities’ various concerns; federal government is very compart-
mentalized (United States General Accounting Office, 1995), and, despite
efforts to change, there is still limited coordination among agencies.18

Another challenge to successful participatory efforts is the difference in
debate and decision-making style among established developers and citi-
zens. The formal, bureaucratic style of decision making may drown out
the voices of citizens who are more informal in their approach (Tauxe,
1995). In a case study involving growth in Mercer County, North Dakota,
Tauxe found that local conventions for decision making carried less weight
with those in power even though citizens using the local, informal means
stood to be impacted most by the outcome. According to Tauxe, local
business leaders and developers shared similar interests, and their opinions
were “represented disproportionately over those of others who were not
accustomed to leading in local politics”19 (p. 7, Proquest).

Finally, Nowak (1997) notes that despite the successes of community-
based development, it has only made a small dent in the overwhelming
challenges facing neighborhoods:

In most of America’s low-income urban neighborhoods, even
the best community-based development efforts function as man-
agers of decline as much as catalysts of significant renewal …
in the absence of other economic strategies, community-based
initiatives cannot reverse the downward spiral. (p. 3, Proquest) 
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Overcoming Challenges and Limitations
Despite the challenges, it is clear participatory processes are a promising
method to achieve neighborhood revitalization. Berry, Portney, and Thom-
son (1993) make three primary recommendations20 for building effective
citizen participation programs:

� Boards or other structures designed to facilitate participation must
be given real authority, not just an advisory role.

� Existing government leaders and administrators must be willing to
work with participation structures to implement ideas and initia-
tives. Incentives must be included to stop administrators from
setting up the effort to fail as a means to protect their own turf.

� Participation efforts must be citywide, with each neighborhood
represented, and to build credibility, programs should be offered
to all citizens, not just low-income or minorities.

In addition, the authors suggest that participatory systems must have
control over some financial resources, that neighborhood associations
should have the means to communicate with all households in their areas
a few times a year, that neighborhood association members should be
included on other city boards with public representatives, that cities must
establish effective means of communication with neighborhoods to keep
them aware of issues that impact them, that volunteers leading neighbor-
hood associations should be in place for relatively short periods of time,
and that neighborhood associations should not become involved in polit-
ical activities (Berry et al., 1993).

Conclusion
Citizen participation systems offer a promising opportunity for neighbor-
hoods of all shapes and sizes in need of sustainable revitalization. Gov-
ernment at every level has tried to address the challenges facing
neighborhoods—low-skill workers, overregulation, high building costs,
high crime rates, dilapidated infrastructure, deteriorating public schools,
and declining tax bases—but to no avail. Neighborhoods are simply too
unique for a top-down approach to revitalization to be effective in every
location over the long term. In response, more scholars and practitioners
are turning to citizen participation for results.

Participation works because it allows citizens the opportunity to be
involved in changing their own destiny. People who live in struggling
neighborhoods know best the most pressing problems they face and can
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help direct money and other resources to address those problems. At the
same time, a greater sense of ownership and community is generated,
and thatonly enhances the impact of the revitalization effort.

Participatory efforts have achieved some success in big cities such as
Los Angeles and Minneapolis, as well as in smaller areas such as North
Little Rock, Arkansas, and the Cole neighborhood in Denver. In terms of
the lessons learned, citizen participation systems, used in conjunction with
financial and other redevelopment tools, can breathe new life into big
cities and small towns across the nation.

Notes
1. Recent data show crime rates in the nation’s largest cities have dropped

slightly; however, crime rates are still very high in urban areas compared
to those in suburbs and rural communities.

2. Other federal initiatives include the Demonstration Cities and Metropolitan
Development Act of 1966, the Housing and Urban Development Act of
1968, the Community Development Block Grant program of 1974, Enter-
prise Zones in 1988, and Empowerment Zones in 1992.

3. Mudacumura (2002) highlights the income disparity, noting that the richest
20% of the world’s population represent 82.7% of the total world income,
and the poorest 20% represent just 1.4% of the total world income.

4. Hanna (2000) makes a case for information and indirect participation as
valuable contributors to the participatory process. He urges recognition of
these forms of participation and also points to the limitations in that
information is sometimes provided as a means to “guide opinions and gain
endorsement” of a project already decided on without the input of citizens.

5. Porter makes some valid points about the value of facilitating the growth
of market forces rather than trying to change them, and of worker training
programs that have business interests rather than social welfare interests
at their center. But his implication that neighborhoods should just step
aside for new business regardless of its potential impact ignores important
community and quality of life issues.

6. Silverman examines the mobilization of social capital for neighborhood
revitalization and points out the importance of paying attention to the
underlying values of the group when attempting to involve them in a
particular revitalization issue.

7. CDCs today work very closely with private, mainly small businesses, as
well as the financial community. Their services now include joint ventures
with entrepreneurs, housing development networks, and bank credit lines.

8. Baltimore’s BUILD (Baltimoreans United in Leadership Development)
works to help low-income neighborhoods in the city. Of the three gov-
erning nonprofits studied by Hula and associates, it was found to have
the broadest community support and most significant impact.
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9. New Detroit was created in the 1960s in response to civil unrest in Detroit.
It has had some success in its mission of racial harmony and economic
development.

10. Rebuild Los Angeles, or RLA, was formed after the riots that resulted from
the verdict in the Rodney King beating case. It was created by government
and thus continues to have close ties with the political establishment in
the city, though it has had some success in drawing needed services back
to distressed areas.

11. Refer to Hula and associates (1997) for a full discussion of the impacts of
BUILD, New Detroit, and RLA.

12. The author studies three specific cases in the CAPS program. Residents in
Rogers Park targeted three rental properties at the center of a drug-
trafficking problem by opening the lines of communication with the
landlord, adding new lighting, and arranging citizen patrols. At a transit
authority bus stop, citizens fought gang activity by working with school
and transit officials to prevent students from lingering at the stop. Finally,
at Gill Park, the neighborhood helped stop drug activity by targeting patrols
at peak times identified by citizens, enforcing loitering and curfew laws,
and cleaning up the park by clearing trees and improving the facilities to
attract more legitimate users.

13. The six Empowerment Zone communities are Atlanta, Baltimore, Chicago,
Detroit, New York, and Philadelphia-Camden. From the 500 community
applicants, 6 cities were designated Empowerment Zones, 2 as Supple-
mental Empowerment Zones, and 65 as Enterprise Communities, of which
4 were designated Enhanced Enterprise Communities. These communities
also received considerable federal funding, though less than full Empow-
erment Zones.

14. Four of the six zones (Atlanta, Baltimore, Detroit, and New York) formed
nonprofit corporations to administer the program; Chicago and Philadelphia
are operating through city government.

15. At the time the report was issued, Empowerment Zone participants indi-
cated via survey that community representation was a significant factor in
aiding implementation of the program; however, the participation require-
ment also hindered some efforts because of a history of antagonism and
distrust between local government and community leaders.

16. In his efforts to cut government, Goldsmith dismissed a number of the
city’s best planners and developers, who could have served as valuable
resources to neighborhoods as they embarked on their revitalization efforts.

17. Some view the Minneapolis NRP effort as an attack on renters in the city.
This example illustrates that self-interests can overtake broader city goals
if equal representation is not achieved.

18. The report cites a number of initiatives that were being launched to help
improve coordination, including Vice President Al Gore’s National Perfor-
mance Review and Department of Housing and Urban Development plans
to consolidate 60 programs into 3.
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19. As an anthropologist, Tauxe observed a series of public hearings in the
mid-1970s as Mercer County’s coal and energy industries were growing.
She argues that current participatory systems will not be effective until
decision makers become more culturally sensitive and are willing to take
all people seriously.

20. See Berry and associates (1993, pp. 295–296).
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Introduction
During the last 30 years of the 20th century, the concepts of sustainable
development and sustainability were adopted as developmental goals
among academics and practitioners from numerous disciplines and nation-
alities. What was once considered an academic debate has moved to the
center stage of development plans, and “sustainability” was the focus of
discussion at the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) held
in Johannesburg, South Africa, in September 2002. One of the goals of
the WSSD was to influence the development agenda for the near future.

Contemporary trends in the rural areas of many African countries seem
to demand bold initiatives in rural policy and a concerted effort in
sustainable rural development policy. At the national and international
levels, a comprehensive and effective rural policy has been an elusive
goal, and sustainable rural development policy has become more of a
rhetoric exercise than a reality. Still, some initiatives in rural development
are under way in the first decade of the 21st century and others are on
the horizon, especially in science and education.

A search for a sustainable rural development policy for Africa in the
21st century requires that we take stock, critically review previous rural
developmental projects, and identify the pitfalls—the main agenda for this
chapter. Such a review can give perspective and suggest directions for a
new agenda to apply social science research and education in the search
for sustainable development policy and administration.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the impact of a World Bank
Agricultural Development Project in Igalaland, Nigeria, on rural farmers
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and their farming system. The chapter will focus on adoption of recom-
mended farm practices and reasons why the project failed to achieve its
stated aims such as poverty alleviation and the augmentation of domestic
output of agricultural products in Igalaland. Policy implications of the
findings and lessons learned for sustainable rural development in the 21st
century are presented.

Defining Sustainable Rural Development
This section outlines the basic sociological ideas or concepts that are used
to analyze and interpret the collected data. The basic sociological concept
used to analyze and interpret the data is sustainable rural development.
Thus, this section underscores the meaning of sustainable rural develop-
ment while highlighting its success and failure factors. The chapter further
identifies some of the essential elements of sustainable rural development
that are used as criteria for assessing the performance of the Ayangba
Agricultural Development Project (AADP).

What Is Rural Development?

Rural development is a concept that has received widespread attention
for the past 30 years among scholars in developing countries and donor
agencies. Despite its popular use, there is a considerable disagreement
among scholars about the meaning and definition of the term rural
development. Some scholars equate rural development with agricultural
development. For instance, the World Bank (1985, p. 3–4) conceives rural
development as

a strategy designed to improve the economic and social life of
a specific group of people—the rural poor. It involves extending
the benefits of development to the poorest among those who
seek a livelihood in rural areas. This group includes small-scale
farmers, tenants and the landless. 

Similarly, Robert Chambers (1983) thinks that rural development should
include rural women and children. To Chambers (1983, p. 147–148), rural
development is a

Strategy to enable a specific group of people, poor rural women
and men, to gain for themselves and their children more of
what they wanted and need. It involves helping the poorest
among those who seek a livelihood in the rural areas to demand
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and control more of the benefits of development. The group
includes small-scale farmers, tenants and the landless. 

From the preceding definitions, one can infer that rural development
is a process that seeks to improve the living standard of the rural poor
by addressing the myriad problems from which they suffer. Therefore,
rural development is a process that involves not only agricultural devel-
opment but the improvement of economic aspects of rural life. The
intention is to improve the lifestyle of the rural poor through increased
production and equitable distribution of resources (Chambers, 1993). Rural
development implies the process of improving the living standards of the
rural population in terms of material entities such as food and income
(Cernea, 1985; Chambers, 1997, 1993; Karamah, 2001; Miachi and Zekeri,
1997; Zekeri and Miachi 1996; Zekeri and Ochimana, 2000).

According to Uma Lele (1985), rural development is defined as improv-
ing living standards of the mass of the low-income population residing
in rural areas and making the process of their development self-sustaining
(1985, p. 20). Lele further contends that this simple definition has three
important features with substantial implications for ways rural development
programs are designed and implemented. These features are (1) improving
the living standard of the subsistence population, (2) including mass
participation, and (3) making the process self-sustaining. Self-sustenance
means involving the subsistence populations in development programs.

Sustainability

Sustainability became the watchword for development in the 1990s,
precisely because it is a multifaceted concept, having different meanings
for different players in international development arena (Conway and
Barbier, 1990; Munasinghe and Shearer, 1995; Pearce, 1993; Stone, 2003).
By far the largest and most powerful players in the search for sustainability
are the international development agencies, particularly the World Bank
and bilateral donors including the United States Agency for International
Development (Francis and Youngberg, 1990; Stone, 2003; Zekeri, 2002).
The World Bank has embraced the multifaceted concept of sustainability
as a framework to guide the search operational strategies to reduce poverty
(World Bank, 1997, 2002, 2003).

According to the Operation Evaluation Department (OED) of the World
Bank, sustainability includes the capacity of a project to continue to deliver
its intended quantitative and qualitative benefits over a long period (OED,
1986, p. 1). Along the same line, Honadle and Vansant (1985, p. 2) define
sustainability as
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the percentage of project-initiated goods and services that is
still delivered and maintained five years after the termination
of donor resources, the continuation of local action stimulated
by the project, and the generation of successor services and
initiatives as a result of project built local capacity. 

In this study, Honadle and Vansant’s (1985) and Lele’s (1985) definition
is employed. Sustainable rural development means development aimed
at improving living standards of the mass of the low-income population
residing in rural areas and making the process of their development self-
sustaining with the ability to preserve and defend their way of life after
the project ends. Sustainable rural development as the concept is analyzed
in this chapter also builds the capacity of rural residents to act effectively,
to solve their common problems collectively by using local available
resources, and to pursue their common interests after the project ends.

Success

The often-ambitious targets of the World Bank Rural Development Strategy
have not been met. Some of the project approaches employed have been
less successful, and in many cases the benefits seem unlikely to be
sustained (Lele, 1985; World Bank, 1988). Despite the apparent attractive-
ness and theoretical advantages of integrated rural development projects,
such projects often fail.

Failure Factors of Past Rural Development Projects

Professionals from the Western world are often in positions of carrying
out cross-cultural projects with the avowed purpose of improving condi-
tions in developing countries. The record is replete with major problems,
unsuccessful projects, and often disenchantment on both sides of national
boundaries. A major disappointment has been the failure of most rural
development projects to benefit significantly the poor majorities in devel-
oping countries.

The failure occurred because the beneficiaries did not participate in
projects aimed at their own development. Real development must be
people centered instead of production oriented. In fact, some critics define
beneficiary participation as integral to authentic development.

Viewed from the preceding definitions of sustainable rural develop-
ment, earlier project analysis led to the conclusion that limited effectiveness
of the rural development projects can be attributed to a combination of
factors: ambitious project targets, lack of profitable technical packages,
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poor knowledge of the sociocultural environment and its impact on project
interventions, scarcity of trained manpower, and inadequate planning and
implementing capacity of national institutions (Cernea, 1985; Lele, 1985;
Miachi, 1983; Miachi and Zekeri, 1997; Zekeri, 1989a, 2002; Zekeri and
Ochimana, 2000). The human part of development projects was assumed
to be infinitely malleable as long as profit per hectare was maintained.
There was a failure to consider the social and cultural context of projects.
This failure invited inappropriate design at best and led to projects that
were ineffective and were not wanted by their supposed beneficiaries.
Furthermore, expatriate technical assistance is a poor long-run substitute
for local capability, even if it enhances efficiency.

The Case Study: Ayangba Agricultural 
Development Project
With the foregoing points of argument at the back of our mind, let us
now examine some facts emerging from the AADP and test some our
arguments against such facts. The AADP, located in Kogi State, was based
on the design of the World Bank–supported projects in northern Nigeria
at Funtua, Gusau, and Gombe (see Table 14.1). The project was part of
the World Bank Rural Development Strategy, which sought to expand
development efforts and resources for alleviating poverty in rural areas
of less developed countries (World Bank, 1988). The Rural Development
initiative was announced at the annual meeting by the bank’s president
in September 1973 and elaborated in a policy paper dated February 1975
(World Bank, 1988). The rural development strategy enabled the bank to
shift the focus of development efforts toward smallholders, whose pro-
ductivity and efficiency had previously not been well recognized.

The AADP was funded by a loan from the World Bank, and its staff
played an important role in the design and management of the project.
The objectives were to raise crop production by means of technical advice,
supply of inputs, and provision of feeder roads; to raise livestock and
fisheries production; to establish forestry plantations; to improve infra-
structure by the provision of rural water supplies; and to aid institution
building by the establishment of project headquarters at Ayangba (World
Bank, 1985, 1988). The Rural Development Sector Policy Paper described
the operational goals of the strategy as improved productivity, increased
employment and thus higher incomes for target groups, as well as a
minimal acceptable level of food, shelter, education, and health. In addition
to the expatriates recruited by the World Bank, an independent project
management unit was established under the Ministry of Agriculture and
Natural Resources to execute the project.
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The Project Area

The project was located in Ankpa, Dekina, Bassa, and Idah, Ofu, and
Omala Local Government Council Areas of the state, with about 150,000
farm families cultivating some 300,000 hectares (Miachi, 1983; World Bank,
1988; Zekeri, 2002; Zekeri and Miachi, 1996). This area was formerly
known as the Igala Province. The people of the area are predominantly
of the Igala tribe, though Bassa and Bassa Nge are also numerically
important. The area is bounded to the north and west by the Benue and
Niger rivers.

A complex of cropping system exists in the area because of the rainfall
pattern and length of the growing season. The crops grown in the area
are the long-season crops such as yam, cassava, cocoyam, and pigeon
pea. Others are medium-length season crops such as rice, cotton, guinea
corn, millet, maize, bambara nuts, and cowpea. Oil palm trees are wide-
spread. Poultry, goats, and sheep are the most important animals in the
area. There are few cattle, and pigs can be found only in particular
communities.

As alluded to earlier, the World Bank loan was intended to assist the
state and federal governments to finance an agricultural development
project designed to increase crop production through improved farm
practices and expanded extension services; the development of vital crop
varieties, and roads; the provision of credit facilities, inputs required to
increase production and farm incomes; as well as support for livestock,
forestry, and fishery development. One other purpose of this chapter is
to highlight experiences in a way that enables us to learn from it, so that
foresight in design and implementation becomes clearer.

Research Methods
The case study draws on a series of independent studies conducted by
colleagues and me in 1984, 1989, 1999, and 2000–2001 (see Miachi and
Zekeri, 1997; Zekeri, 1989a, 1989b, 1990a, 1990b, 1992a, 1992b, 2002;
Zekeri and Ochimana, 2000). A variety of methods were used in each of
the studies. Open-ended in-depth interviews included approximately 110
individuals. Some participants were recruited through local churches, a
public health center, and land development schemes in Iyale, Okura-
Olafia, and Egume. Interview sessions were designed to give us qualitative
understanding of how rural farmers viewed the agricultural project in their
land. In addition, questionnaires were administered to 300 farmers in the
area.
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The questionnaire was designed to collect information on family size,
age, gender, educational attainment, marital status, personal income from
farming, size and location of farms, major crops, major type of yams,
livestock raised, and opinions about the adoption of the AADP recom-
mended farming practices and new crop varieties. The questionnaires, with
explanatory cover letters, were sent to extension agents, veterinary officers,
and home economic agents in the project area, who contacted the farmers.
Of the 300 farmers, 214 were contacted and interviewed. The completion
rate was 71%.

Measuring Adoption

Adoption of new farm practices was measured by actual use of farm
practices. Respondents were asked to rate the extent to which they were
using a series of AADP-recommended farm practices. Response categories
were a great extent, somewhat, and not at all. They were also asked to
note possible reasons for not using the practices. The findings to be
presented later are based on focus group interviews, individual open-
ended interviews, and analysis of survey results.

Neglect of Cultural Values

Respondents were asked, “In your opinion, do you think the AADP
neglected the cultural values and preference of the Igalas?”

Results
Table 14.2 shows the respondents’ socioeconomic characteristics. Most of
the rural farmers who responded to the study were male. The majority
(97%) of the overall sample were married. Education varied significantly.
Of the respondents, 42% never went to school, 36% had adult education,
and only 22% completed their primary education. None of the respondents
had advanced education.

The majority had more than three farms that were larger than 14 acres.
Most had an annual income from farming that is less than US$100.00.
Crops grown were classified by seasons. Corn is the most grown rainy
season crop in the area. In fact, more than 90% of the farmers grow corn.
Moreover, the dry season crops grown in the area include corn, guinea
corn, millet, and bambara nuts, grown by 13.3%, 50.3%, 22.7%, and 13.85%,
respectively, of local farmers.
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Adoption of Recommended Farm Practices

Table 14.3 shows the adoption of the AADP new farm technologies.
Respondents were asked, “To what extent do you use the following AADP
recommended farm practices?” The data showed that the majority (more
than 60%) of the rural farmers are not using the recommended practices.
More than 90% are not applying herbicides to control weeds or insecticides
to control insects, treating seeds before planting, or treating seeds before
storage; 88.5% are not using the improved breeding practices. 

Reasons for Not Using the Recommended Farm Practices

Respondents were asked, “If you are not using any of the AADP’s methods
of farming, which of the following may be your reason?” The results are
presented in Figure 14.1. About 94% felt that the main reason for not
using the AADP farm practices was that the labor cost is too high. Around

Table 14.2 Socioeconomic Characteristics of Respondents and Types of 
Crops Grown (N = 214)

Percentage Percentage

Gender Personal Income from Farming 
AnnuallyMale 61

Female 39 Under 1000 naira 34.7

Education 1000 to 2999 naira 57.6
Never went to school 42 3000 to 4999 naira 7.4
Adult education 36 Rainy Season Crops
Class 7 passout 22 Corn 90.6

Marital Status? Beans 5.0
Married 97 Millet 3.3
Divorced 0 Barbara nuts —
Widowed 0 Mellon —
Not married 03 Dry Season Crops
Number of Farms Owned Corn 13.3
One farm 28 Guinea corn 50.3
Two farms 37 Millet 22.7
Three farms 34 Barbara nuts 13.8

Size farms Pigeon peas —
1–5 acres 17.0 Major Type of Yams
5–9 acres 11.6 White yam (Odoli) 88.7
10–14 acres 23.4 Yellow yam (Ogoma) 2.8
14 or more acres 48.2 Water yam (Ebina) 8.6
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85% noted they were time consuming, and 89.1% felt they required
additional skills. This is because farming in the project area is solidly and
sensibly based on mixed cropping. Two thirds of the cultivated area is
planted in crop mixtures, and virtually more than 90% of the grain
cultivation takes place in mixed crop enterprises. In addition to greater
efficiency in the use of hand labor, there are other substantial economic
reasons for this. More than 64% noted that the AADP’s recommended
farm practices were not better than their traditional methods. 

Table 14.3 Are You Using the Following AADP Recommended 
Farm Practices? (N = 214)

Not at All (Percentage)

Applying fertilizer to crops 61.5
Applying herbicide to control weeds 92.1
Applying insecticide to control insects 95.3
Treating seeds before planting 90.6
Treating seeds before storage 91.1
Taking good care of animals’ health 87.9
Using improved breeding practices 88.5
Deworming animals 78.9
Keeping animals in good housing 73.4

Figure 14.1 Reasons for not using the AADP recommended farm practices.
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Cultural Values and Preferences

In the analysis for this section, respondents were divided into two analytic
subgroups on the basis of their association with the project. The farmers
were asked, “Were you an employee of the AADP or a ministry of
agriculture posted staff member to the AADP?” Responses were dichoto-
mized to separate AADP employees from non-AADP employees. Project
employees had been full-time farmers before they were employed for the
project. Non-AADP employees were full-time farmers who continued to
depend on farming as their primary source of income. Of the 300 farmers,
214 (71%) returned completed questionnaires; among these, 59 (28%)
were classified as “AADP employees.” The remaining 155 respondents
(72%) were classified simply as “local farmers.”

The data in Table 14.4 show that the AADP neglected the cultural
values and preferences of the Igala people. Of the rural farmers who were
former employees of the AADP, 41.8% agreed that the AADP neglected
their cultural values and preference, whereas 49.1% said the AADP did
not. Of the 155 rural farmers who were not former employees of the
AADP, 62% agreed that AADP neglected their cultural values and prefer-
ences, 27.1% disagreed, and 1.3% indicated that they do not know.
Although the majority of the farmers indicated that the AADP neglected
their cultural values and preferences, rural farmers who were not former
employees were more likely than former employees to say so.

In-Depth Interviews and Observations
Thematic analysis revealed that the World Bank embarked on a major
agricultural project to transform the traditional agriculture without prior
discussion with Igala farmers. There was no effort to understand the

Table 14.4 “In Your Opinion, Do You Think the AADP Neglected 
the Cultural Values and Preferences of the Igalas?”

Former AADP 
Employees  Farmers

Strongly agree 41.8 62.0a

Disagree 49.1 27.1a

Don’t KNOW 9.1 10.7
Total percentage 100.0 100.0
Number 58 155

a Chi-square = 8.73 with 2 degrees of freedom. P < .01.
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traditional farmer first and then offer advice to meet his or her needs on
the basis of that knowledge. The AADP was insensitive to the needs of
the Igala farmers, and plans were developed in a vacuum without concern
for traditional values. This condition led to the inappropriateness of
recommendations.

The technology offered consisted of limited use of inorganic fertilizer,
new varieties of maize, rice, cowpea, and cassava; use of seed-dressing
chemicals and staking of yams. Recommendations were based on research
findings that were not specific to the project area. The project management
failed to explore the relevance of project recommendations to the tradi-
tional cropping pattern. For example, sole crop recommendations were
advocated by the project despite the widespread use of mixed crops under
traditional conditions. Further, the livestock component was ill conceived
and has no impact on the farmers. It was based on production of pig and
poultry breeding stock, and animal health and extension. The rural farmers
showed no interest in receiving improved pigs for their own production
because the majority of the people in the area do not eat pork.

Extension Approach

In its extension approach, the AADP also failed to appreciate the indig-
enous farming system. A mixed cropping system was predominant in
Igalaland, but the AADP recommended sole cropping. Consequently, the
sole crop packages recommended by extension staff were inappropriate,
and Igala farmers quite rationally refused to adopt them because they did
not fit their mixed cropping systems.

Yams were obviously the most important crop in the area in economic
terms and should have been a major focus of extension activity; instead
they were largely neglected. The AADP’s agricultural instructors lacked
the practical understanding of indigenous farming systems to communicate
farmers’ views and rationale for adopting and not adopting recommenda-
tions to extension and adaptive research policy makers. Furthermore,
because the instructors were urban-oriented school leavers, their knowl-
edge of agricultural principles and research was too shallow to allow them
to advise individual farmers on how to adopt new inputs and practices.

Land Development Schemes of the AADP

One of the laudable programs of the AADP were the Land Development
Schemes (LDS). The expatriates and project planners looked at the LDS
as the project geese that would lay the golden eggs, viewing the schemes
through the prism of their aims and objectives. The AADP operated 19 LDS.
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Schemes were organized on the basis of one farm family for up to 3
hectares. Most farmers retain their own existing farms elsewhere. The
schemes were operated on a communal basis, and the proceeds were to
be shared among the members. The finding presented here is based on
fieldwork and interviews with rural farmers (Zekeri and Ochimana, 2000).

The results of these groups’ effort on Okura LDS were disappointing.
Most of the programs of operations were ill planned and badly executed
by the AADP officers. The tractor-hiring unit was a glaring example of
this absurdity. Tractors were not hired out at the appropriate time, and
other requests for aid were treated with neglect.

The failure of the scheme is also traceable to production problems.
Decline in production due to late operations contributed immensely to
the withdrawal of some members. The farmers were not given necessary
education because of lack of visual aids from the AADP at the right time.
It is common knowledge that out-of-time teaching is not appreciated by
adult learners. If you teach an adult farmer how to plant when it is time
for harvesting, he will term it useless. Thus, most of the rural farmers had
a dubious attitude toward the LDS because the AADP senior officials had
neglected to deal in a timely way with the Igala people.

Discussion
The AADP failed to achieve it objectives. There are no quantifiable benefits
from the rural farmers’ perspective. One major weakness dogged the AADP
in Igalaland: the failure to deal with traditional agricultural issues and to
appreciate how well these issues were already understood and, in some
respects mastered, by the rural Igala farmers. Concretely, the failure to
consider the social and cultural context of the project area led to inap-
propriate design and poor implementation of the project.

The findings presented illustrate a project’s inadequate regard for, and
consequent lack of fit with, existing sociocultural conditions. The AADP
overoptimistically expected the rural farmers to adopt their maize variety,
which does not fit the preexisting system of mixed cropping and con-
sumption. Confronted with these situations, rural farmers gave priority to
their traditional variety. Because the AADP cash crops not only were new
to the local culture but also conflicted with existing priorities and other
interests of farmers, they were not adopted. Most farmers chose to grow
their traditional varieties of maize, rice, cowpea, and cassava. The AADP’s
recommendations were based on research findings from another area and
were not specific to the project area.

The land development scheme of the AADP was also culturally insen-
sitive. The cooperative cultivation that the AADP promoted did not work
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because it is was made up of strangers who had no prior basis for mutual
trust. In Igalaland, cooperation is based on extended kinship. There was
no careful social design for forging a community out of strangers and
facilitating cooperative production.

From a sociological perspective, the valuable lessons from this case
study include the following:

� Too much reliance should not be placed on the advice of foreign
experts who do not understand the existing problems.

� Project design must take into consideration indigenous farming
systems.

� There is a need to conduct extensive studies about the social
organization, behavior, motivation, and traditional economic ties
before initiation of and during the course of development projects.

� Rural development projects must not be thrown at rural farmers.
We must make sure that the intended beneficiaries want it, know
about it, and support it. The interests of rural farmers must be
aroused and must be mobilized around the development objectives.

� Cultural values have to be understood and taken into account
when agricultural development projects are designed. Traditional
cultures do not rationalize in terms of scientific or western logic.

� Exclusive use of technology transfer to increase productivity and
profit simply would not work.

� More attention must be paid to the knowledge and skills of African
farming communities.

� The big questions are, How do farming communities think they
can best be helped? What solutions do they recommend? 

The possibility that Africa’s farmers might know the right answers to
their own problems a lot better than foreign experts should cross the
minds of experts and of the governments who employ them. Much more
attention must be paid to the knowledge and skills of African farming
communities.

Implications for Sustainable Rural Development 
in the 21st Century

Sustainable rural development in Africa in the 21st century comes down
to tailoring the design and implementation of projects to the needs and
capabilities of rural people who are supposed to benefit from them. There
should be greater reliance on indigenous social expertise, and more
training in sociocultural engineering for international agency staff. The big
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question for the 21st century is, How do farming communities think they
can best be helped? What solutions do they recommend? The possibility
that African farmers might know the right answers to their problems a lot
better than foreign experts should occur to foreigners and the governments
who employ them.

Sustainable rural development requires rural fieldwork, and implemen-
tation and evaluation must be based on visits to villages and interviews
with the affected people. As Cernea (1985) correctly warned, people must
come first in any development project.

Sustainable rural development for Africa must have a socially informed
and culturally appropriate design and implementation strategy. Cultural
variability should be addressed with the help of professional sociologists
and anthropologists. Sociological and anthropological analysis must be
incorporated in project design from the beginning. The analysis of the
AADP presents additional evidence to buttress this argument.

Conclusion
The future rural development projects for Africa need concrete people-
oriented objectives, culturally attuned technologies, and social implemen-
tation strategies that count on the rural people’s ability to perceive the
problems to be solved. The case study of AADP shows that the develop-
ment project did not develop grassroots structures to guarantee some form
of sustainable rural development.

The main finding of this study underscores the general need for social
engineering that takes into account the sociocultural characteristics of
affected people while devising sustainable rural development strategies.
To the extent possible, any project must have a socially informed and
culturally appropriate design and implementation strategy.

There should be a recognition that any agricultural technology intro-
duced must build on the existing farming knowledge, as well as the
agroecological and socioeconomic constraints that farmers confront. This
implies testing any proposed solution on farmers’ fields, under farmers’
conditions, using farmers’ criteria of evaluation in combination with agro-
nomic and economic measures of results.

From a sustainability standpoint, the AADP was not a sustainable
development project. The expected project benefits at completion with
respect to the crop and livestock were disappointing. There is no sustain-
ability of benefits from physical infrastructure established under the project.
The project grassroots contacts with local or indigenous organizations
were weak, and the development intervention project was dominated by
expatriates and few national elites. This neglect of the local development
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stakeholders had serious implications for the sustainability of this project’s
efforts in the studied area.

Considering the cultural values and preferences, the AADP introduced
seed varieties that were hitherto unknown to the farmers. The latter
became skeptical about the new varieties even though scientific research
had proved that the improved varieties were better than the “traditional”
varieties. The improved maize, for instance, is much bigger (wider, thicker,
and longer) than the traditional type. But “traditional” cultures do not
necessarily subscribe to scientific or Western logic. For any rural devel-
opment project to be sustainable, it is necessary to learn from rural people.
As Clark (1991, p. 6) contends:

agricultural programes have often languished, not because of
external finance, but because of the society’s inability to absorb
it effectively and the planner’s inability to define an efficient
social strategy for development. Money is not everything, and
in some cases money is the least important contribution to
change processes. The financial levers of development can
never soundly substitute for the nonfinancial ones. 

Development disasters can be avoided when rural people are actively
involved in the design and implementation of the project. Concretely, the
fiasco of the AADP-improved maize variety might have been prevented
had national and foreign experts spent more time in the field talking to
local farmers, taking advantage of their wealth of knowledge related to
soils, seasons, plants, domestic and wild animals, farming practices, diet,
cooking practices, social customs, and relations.
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Introduction
For at least two decades, depressed rural areas in New York, Texas,
California, and other states have turned to prisons as an engine for local
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economic development. The trend was driven, in part, by changing public
policies toward drug abuse, crime, and incarceration that resulted in an
explosion in the number of state and federal prisoners after the mid-1970s.
At the same time, traditional underpinnings of rural economies—including
farming and resource extraction—were eroding. Rural communities began
to tap the flood of money being spent on corrections. They had cheap,
plentiful land to offer, and prisons offered the promise of low-skill jobs
and a chance to rebuild distressed economies. The communities envi-
sioned recession-proof prosperity and growth guaranteed by steadily
increasing incarceration rates (and tougher sentencing laws), as well as
multiplier effects to spur new businesses.

Between the vision and the reality, however, is a large gap. A growing
body of research suggests that the tangible economic benefits of prison
construction to host communities are negligible and may even be negative
in some cases. Meanwhile, the social costs of hosting a prison remain
largely overlooked in cost–benefit assessments because those costs are
difficult to measure. Furthermore, the future prospects of rural prison
economies are increasingly uncertain. The reason for that is a slowdown
in incarceration rates brought on by declining crime rates, softening public
attitudes toward crime and sentencing, and, most recently, state budget
shortages that have made corrections spending levels difficult to sustain.

Prisons, in other words, have turned out to be unreliable engines of
rural economic development at best. In retrospect, that is not surprising.
The pursuit of prisons is a variation of the traditional “smokestack-chasing”
approach to economic development, wherein communities compete to
attract any business that is likely to produce jobs. Although that strategy
seems logical, it has proved to be generally ineffective. One reason is that
the jobs sought are not always appropriate for the local labor force or
otherwise consistent with community needs, assets, and values. Another
reason is that the price paid to “buy” jobs with tax breaks, land giveaways,
and other incentives offsets (and in some cases exceeds) the economic
contributions of those jobs. And finally, communities that focus on chasing
jobs not only leave themselves vulnerable to external forces beyond their
control, they tend to forgo the hard work of participatory, multidimensional
approaches that build community assets and expand long-term economic
development options. All of those factors have diminished the promise
of rural prison building as a means of economic development. This chapter
presents a cautionary tale against an outdated approach to economic
development that remains all too common. 

Theoretical Background
In their survey of recent economic development literature, Harold Wolman
and David Spitzley (1999) cited four explanations for the increase in local
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economic development activity in the preceding two decades. Those
explanations include the increase in international mobility of capital, slow
economic growth on the national level, international economic restructur-
ing (resulting in a shift of manufacturing jobs overseas), and cutbacks in
aid from the national government. They assert:

Local elected officials respond to the increasing unemployment
and underemployment of their residents (voters) by trying to
increase local employment opportunities. … In the market for
jobs, cities, states and other governmental entities seek to
purchase jobs for their current or future residents.

Some economic development scholars argue that local economic devel-
opment projects are spurred by a need to correct revenue imbalances
brought about by external economic pressures (Wolman and Spitzley,
1999). In other words, local officials seek to correct budget shortfalls
resulting from a loss of tax revenue caused by, say, the closure of a
noncompetitive factory or mine.

From a political perspective, whether or not economic development
initiatives achieve their goals may be immaterial. Wolman and Spitzley
(1999) argue that politicians are concerned primarily with their electoral
prospects, which they perceive to be driven by their association with
innovative and publicly visible activities. Wolman and Spitzley cite Feiock
and Clingermayer: “Whether a development actually provides tangible
benefits is, perhaps relatively unimportant. What is important is that the
use of these policies provides politicians with something for which they
can claim credit.”

Particularly in economically distressed areas, local officials are likely
to be under public pressure to do something to attract economic activity,
whether or not the effort is likely to be a success. And they are unlikely
to bear any political costs of failure for at least two reasons. First, the
actual monetary costs to a community of economic development initiatives
are often hidden from public view and spread over many taxpayers.
Second, the outcomes of economic development initiatives are unlikely
to manifest themselves until long after the politicians responsible leave
office. The result is that politicians have less to lose politically by investing
in economic development initiatives that ultimately do not work than by
forgoing opportunities because they appear unlikely to work (Wolman
and Spitzley, 1999).

The traditional, reactive approach to economic development strategy
of “buying” any available jobs underlies much rural prison construction.
In recent years, though, scholars have been arguing persuasively for more
holistic, participatory approaches. The idea behind the new approaches
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is to build social and economic capital to empower communities to solve
local economic problems. This new approach is about making social
change, not just about attracting jobs (Mudacumura, 2002). Scholars sug-
gest, for instance, that problem solving and decision making include not
just politicians and business leaders, but a broader spectrum of interested
parties, including activists, community groups, and the unemployed. They
argue for economic development initiatives that account for the social,
cultural, environmental, and spiritual needs of communities, and not just
the economic and political needs (Mudacumura, 2002). There is also a
call to expand the traditional market perspectives (jobs gained, additional
taxes raised) for evaluating economic development outcomes to include
social factors such as job quality, security and safety, changes in income
distribution and the poverty rate, and diversity of the economic base
(Reese and Fasenfest, 1999). It is in the context of these nontraditional
approaches to economic development that I undertake this study of rural
prison construction. 

The Rise of the Prison–Industrial Complex
Until the 1970s, the U.S. prison population held steady at fewer than
250,000 inmates. By 1980, the total U.S. prison population (local, state,
and federal) had crept up to approximately 504,000 inmates. The number
of inmates doubled to 1.1 million in 1990, then nearly doubled again to
1.9 million in 2000. As of June 30, 2002, there were slightly more than 2
million inmates in local, state, or federal prisons, according to the U.S.
Bureau of Justice statistics (U.S. Bureau of Justice, 2003). The explosion
in the U.S. prison population resulted from the antidrug and anticrime
policies of the 1970s and 1980s. Those policies helped spawn the so-
called prison–industrial complex, which the author Eric Schlosser (1998)
describes as “a set of bureaucratic, political, and economic interests that
encourage increased spending on imprisonment, regardless of the actual
need.” 

Since the 1980s, politicians of all stripes have proclaimed themselves
to be “tough on crime,” if only to inoculate themselves from attacks by
opponents. Michael S. Dukakis lost the 1988 presidential election partly
because his opponent, George Bush, painted him as soft on crime. Bill
Clinton, determined not to leave himself vulnerable to similar attacks in
the 1992 presidential election, angered liberals with his tough positions
on crime and bragged, “I can be nicked on a lot, but no one can say I’m
soft on crime” (Mauer, 2002). 

Although Clinton and other Democrats exploited the crime issue, it
was Republicans who started the “Get Tough” movement that hardened
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public attitudes about crime and paved the way for tougher sentencing
laws. Arizona Senator Barry Goldwater was one of the first Republicans
to exploit middle-class fears of crime in an attempt to win votes in his
1964 bid for the presidency. Four years later, Richard Nixon campaigned
on a “law and order” platform, when violent protests against the Vietnam
War and recreational drug use were on the rise. Despite Nixon’s rhetoric,
though, the public still considered drug abuse a public health issue, not
a criminal one, and Congress responded in 1970 by repealing most
mandatory sentences for drug offenders (Schlosser, 1998). At the time, the
national incarceration rate had been stable for more than 40 years, hov-
ering around 100 prisoners per 100,000 people. The total federal and state
prison population was also stable at approximately 225,000 inmates (Wray,
2000).

By 2000, the incarceration rate had risen to nearly 500 inmates per
100,000 citizens, and 1.9 million people were incarcerated. The tide started
to turn first in New York, then in California. In January 1973, New York
governor Nelson Rockefeller, a liberal Republican with an eye on the
White House, called for mandatory life sentences without parole for every
illegal drug dealer. He wanted to close plea bargain loopholes and subject
even juvenile offenders to life sentences. The state legislature was unwill-
ing to go that far, but within a few months, it did pass a series of tough
drug laws. For instance, anyone convicted of possessing 4 ounces or more
of an illegal drug, or of selling 2 ounces or more, faced a mandatory
sentence of 15 years to life. The law also included mandatory sentences
for many second felony convictions. Rockefeller then declared that New
York had the “toughest anti-drug program in the country” (Schlosser, 1998).

Meanwhile, in California, the public was growing increasingly frustrated
over the failure of prisons to rehabilitate criminals. Recidivism rates were
high, and various incidents of prison violence had left a number of prison
guards dead. In 1976, California Governor Jerry Brown signed a law that
stated explicitly, “the purpose of imprisonment is punishment” (as opposed
to rehabilitation, which was assumed until then). The law imposed a series
of mandatory sentences and eliminated parole (Hallinan, 2001). As a result,
California’s prison population quadrupled from 1980 to 1994, and the
proportion of the state budget that went to corrections rose from 2.3% to
9.8% without raising any outcry from the public, elected officials, or state
bureaucrats (Mauer, 2002).

From California and New York, draconian prison-as-punishment poli-
cies spread nationally. By 1986, 37 states had enacted mandatory sentenc-
ing laws for drug crimes and other felonies. Congress had also begun to
toughen federal sentencing laws. Federal legislation that had the most
impact on incarceration rates included the Sentencing Reform Act of 1984,
requiring anyone sentenced of a federal crime after November 1, 1987,
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to serve at least 85% of his or her sentence. Subsequently, federal drug
laws did even more to swell prison populations. The Anti–Drug Abuse
Act of 1986 and the Anti–Drug Abuse Amendments Act of 1988—propelled
at least in part by sensational and frightening press accounts of the urban
crack cocaine epidemic—imposed harsh mandatory sentences of 5 years
or more for possessing or dealing even small amounts of drugs. As a
result of those laws, the federal prison population swelled from 44,000
in 1987 to 140,000 in 2000 (Hallinan, 2001).

As prison populations soared, conditions inside state prisons deterio-
rated as a result of overcrowding and aging infrastructure. Prisoners began
filing claims of mistreatment, and by 1984, 32 states and the District of
Columbia had been forced to sign consent decrees to improve prison
conditions. To that end, states released 17,000 prisoners early in 1984,
and they were faced with the choice of releasing even more or building
more prisons (Hallinan, 2001). By that time, though, releasing prisoners
was becoming politically untenable, given shifting public attitudes toward
crime and punishment. The stage was set for a new era of ambitious
prison construction, which turned into a boon for politicians, private prison
companies, and local governments.

The Prison Construction Boom
New York and California both began aggressive prison construction pro-
grams. Despite the public support for tougher sentencing laws, New York
residents rejected a $500 million bond issue for new prison construction
in 1981. Then-governor Mario Cuomo got around that problem by enlisting
the Urban Development Corporation to construct prisons. Although it was
a public agency (originally created to construct housing for the poor), it
could legally issue bonds without voter approval (Schlosser, 1998). The
state ended up spending more than $7 billion over the next dozen years
constructing prisons. Of 29 new prisons constructed over the last 20 years
in New York, 28 are located in economically depressed rural regions
upstate. By 1992, 90% of state prison employees, state prisoners, and state
expenditures for prisons were in those rural Republican districts, although
Republicans accounted for less than 60% of the state senate (Feldman,
1993).

Daniel Feldman, former chairman of the New York State Assembly’s
correction committee, railed against New York’s prison boom as “political
pork” and asserted, “When Republicans cry, ‘Lock ’em up!’ they often
mean, ‘Lock ’em up in my District!’” (Feldman, 1993). Cuomo, a committed
liberal, was also outraged by the profligate spending on prisons, calling
it “stupid” and a waste of resources. But the state’s tough sentencing laws



Prisons: A Cautionary Tale of Rural Economic Development � 337

gave him no choice but to construct more prisons, he said. To be sure,
he gained politically from new prison construction, which conveniently
protected him from accusations that he was soft on crime, on the one
hand, and bolstered his political capital with upstate Republican legislators,
on the other, by providing them with prisons for economic development
(Schlosser, 1998).

Prison expansion in California was just as rapid. The state went from
12 prisons in 1983 to 33 prisons in 1998, with a projected need for 15
more prisons by 2006 if the state’s inmate population continued to increase
at a steady rate. As in New York, most of the new California prisons were
located in economically depressed rural areas. The construction costs to
taxpayers exceeded $4.5 billion, plus an additional $4 billion annually to
operate the new prisons (Byrd, 1998). The spending certainly created jobs.
From 1980 to 1995, the number of prison guards employed by California
jumped from 4,000 to more than 23,000. Referring to the boom in prison
spending, one state representative quipped, “We call it our Pentagon
around here” (Jackson, 1995).

While state governments built prisons in New York, California, and
elsewhere, private prison companies cropped up to meet the demand for
more prison cells, particularly in the South. Initially, the private firms
contracted to operate prisons owned by state and local governments, but
then they began building facilities and running them as hotels—charging
states a per diem rate for housing each prisoner. Private prison companies
claimed that they could operate prisons more efficiently than government
in the antigovernment, proprivatization climate of the Reagan era. State
legislators seeking ways to cut costs were seduced by the promises of
private prison companies, and Wall Street considered the private prison
industry a sure bet for investors.

The first private prison company was Corrections Corporation of Amer-
ica (CCA), founded in 1983 by Republican Party activist Thomas Beasley.
CCA won its first contract to run a county jail in Hamilton County,
Tennessee, in 1984. Kentucky awarded CCA a contract to run a single
state prison in 1986. The following year, the company won its first
multifacility management contract, and the private prison industry bur-
geoned from there. CCA’s revenues went from $14 million in 1986 to $55
million in 1990 to $129 million in 1994. The company now controls more
than half of the private prison business. Its next largest competitor,
Wackenhut Corrections, began operations in 1988. Wackenhut grew from
$19 million in revenues in 1989 to $84 million in 1994, when it went
public. In all, prison beds under ownership or management of private
companies grew from 2,000 beds in 1987 to about 100,000 by 2001 (Mattera
and Khan, 2001). Their growth has been concentrated in certain states.
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Private companies were responsible for almost all of the prison expansion
in Texas during the late 1980s and 1990s, for instance.

Yet, the private prison industry is now moribund. Studies by the
Government Accounting Office (GAO) and others during the 1990s cast
doubt on claims that private companies could operate prisons more
efficiently (U.S. GAO, 1996). Scandals, escapes, and corner cutting also
discredited the private prison industry, and speculative construction cre-
ated a glut of private prison cells (Cook, 2001). Private prison companies
have lost both money and investor confidence since 1999, and their future
remains uncertain.

The Economic Development Opportunity
Almost immediately, rural communities seized on the prison construction
boom as an economic development opportunity. Calvin Beale, senior
demographer at the Economic Research Service of the Agriculture Depart-
ment, told the New York Times in 2001 that 245 prisons had been con-
structed in 212 rural counties throughout the United States (out of a
nationwide total of 2,290 counties) during the previous decade. Beale also
reported that an average of 25 prisons per year opened in rural areas
during the 1990s, up from 16 per year in the 1980s and 4 per year in the
1970s (Kilborn, 2001). Population rose by an average of 12% during the
1990s in the 212 rural counties where new prisons were built, compared
to an average growth rate of 1.5% for the previous decade (Doyle, 2003).
(Prisoners accounted for most of that population growth.)

Rural communities sought prisons to offset or reverse declines in
agriculture, mining, and industry that eroded rural tax and population
bases during the 1980s. Agricultural consolidation, recession, and the farm
crisis of the 1980s put many midwestern farmers out of work, for instance.
Likewise, the oil bust of the 1980s devastated the rural economies of states
such as Texas, Oklahoma, and Colorado. The prison boom presented an
opportunity for economically desperate communities to rebuild. After years
of economic stagnation in Akron County, Colorado, for instance, the
director of the local Chamber of Commerce observed that a prison “is not
the ideal business, but at this point it is a step in the right direction”
(Miniclier, 1999).

Prisons held out the promise of badly needed jobs—first for construc-
tion workers, then for prison guards. Beale estimates, for instance, that
10 prison guard jobs are created for every 30 prisoners (Duke, 2000).
Prisons also had the potential to boost population, making communities
eligible for a bigger share of population-based state and federal assistance.
In addition to those benefits, rural communities were counting on prisons
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to stimulate other local businesses. For instance, restaurants and hotels
might be built to accommodate inmates’ visitors (because most inmates
were from far-off urban areas). Such promises gave hope to economically
depressed rural communities, and local officials, of course, were eager to
attract any jobs they could. For instance, after a private prison opened in
Folkston, Georgia, in 1998, the mayor observed:

We’re already getting a combined Flash Foods [convenience
store] and a McDonald’s, which is a first. There’s talk that we’re
going to have a Burger King, º You’re talking 15 to 20 jobs
at each of those places. They might not be as high paying as
we’d like it to be, but they are jobs. (Cook, 1998)

From the perspective of state officials, rural communities were ideal
locations for new prisons. The rural communities had readily available
labor, and cheap, plentiful land. Rural communities offered little or no
resistance to prison construction, unlike the less economically desperate
suburban and urban residents, who were concerned about public safety
and the effects of prisons on property values. (Because prisons are
considered nonpolluting, they are almost never resisted on environmental
grounds in either rural or nonrural areas.) As one New York corrections
official put it, “If we had our druthers, we’d locate all of our facilities in
the metropolitan area, because that’s where most of our inmates come
from … but why spend thousand of dollars in scarce state resources trying
to convince a community to take a facility?” (Smith, 1990).

In fact, rural communities around the country began clamoring and
inevitably competing for prisons to spur their economies. Calvin Beale
explained to the Washington Post, “If you have a prison come in with
1,400 prisoners, you’re probably going to get 400 jobs out of that, and in
a rural setting that’s a lot of jobs. º So they welcome these jobs, and
they bid for them” (Duke, 2000). In New York, for instance, citizens of
rural upstate districts lobbied key legislators for new prisons. Daniel
Feldman (1993), the former state assemblyman, wrote:

As a representative of a high-density urban district, I was
surprised when my 1987 appointment as chair of the Assembly’s
correction committee produced a stream of letters, telegrams,
and resolutions to my office from numerous upstate rural com-
munities enthusiastically requesting prisons in their districts!

With so much competition for prisons, politicians wrangled to help
their constituents. No doubt eager to claim job gains at election time,
legislators ended up controlling the siting process through backroom deals.
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New York’s corrections commissioner said in 1990, “We give our list [of
planned prisons] to the Legislature, and the next day I get back the list
of where our prisons are going to be” (Smith, 1990).

Competition for rural prisons was certainly not limited to New York
State. In Illinois, a number of communities competed for three new
prisons in 1997. Some constructed billboards with proprison propaganda.
One even produced a music video to get the attention of state corrections
officials (Challos, 1997). In 1996, USA Today reported competitions for
prisons in various states. Florida, for instance, had 15 towns on a waiting
list for a prison, and each had pledged to donate land for the construc-
tion. Missouri had 12 communities competing for three prisons. One of
the towns sent civic leaders to the state capital to pass out buttons and
candied apples to state legislators, then finally won the bid for a prison
after residents approved an $11 million bond issue to improve roads
and other infrastructure for the prison. USA Today also reported a
“stampede” of bidders for one of twelve jails for nonviolent felons in
Texas. “They offered land, cash incentives and cut-rate deals on utilities,”
said Texas Department of Criminal Justice spokesman Glen Castlebury
(Glamser, 1996).

Some towns spent significant sums of money to attract prisons. Abilene,
Texas, offered incentives worth $4 million to the state to attract a prison
in 1990. The package included a 316-acre site for the prison itself, 1,100
acres of adjacent farmland, new roads to service the prison, and housing
for guards and prison executives, upgrades for communications and public
works infrastructure, and even the use of a private plane for state officials
(King, Mauer, and Huling, 2003).

Rural communities all over the country were offering a variety of
inducements to attract prisons. Starting in the late 1980s, city, county, and
state authorities issued various forms of tax-free bonds to subsidize the
construction of private prisons. The subsidies were justified by the promise
of jobs (Mattera and Khan, 2001). In some cases, the subsidies were in
the form of tax-free municipal bonds that lowered the cost of the con-
struction (tax-free bonds carry lower interest rates than other bonds). In
other cases, bond issues enabled private companies to avoid construction
costs altogether. The money was borrowed against future revenues from
operations, and the host communities took possession of the prison when
the principal plus interest was repaid. There were multiple prison con-
struction bond issues in Mississippi, Florida, and Texas totaling $70 million
or more for each one of those states. There were single bond issues
ranging from $10 million to $70 million in Idaho, Indiana, New Mexico,
Tennessee, Oklahoma, and Virginia (Mattera and Khan, 2001).
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Do Prisons Pay?
There remains a widespread assumption, bolstered in part by the media,
that prisons are an economic boon to rural areas. For instance, the New
York Times asserted, “More than a Wal-Mart or a meat-packing plant, …
prisons … can put a town on solid economic footing.” It was an assertion
extrapolated largely from anecdotal evidence from one Oklahoma town
(Kilborn, 2001). In fact, press reports frequently presume the economic
benefits of prisons on the basis of information provided by local officials.
But actual data on the economic impacts of prisons are scarce, and the
data that do exist cast some doubt on the conventional wisdom. In other
words, prisons may contribute less to economic development than either
critics or boosters of prisons believe.

Two recent quantitative studies of rural prisons suggest that economic
impacts are neutral at best. Other assessments are mostly anecdotal, and
decidedly inconsistent in their conclusions. For instance, the federal gov-
ernment’s expert on rural prisons—Calvin Beale—has offered mixed
assessments. In 1995, he stated in an interview that economic benefits of
prisons do not always live up to the expectations of host communities
and suggested on the basis of his own qualitative studies that some
communities do not benefit at all (Larmer, 1995). But in 2000, Beale told
the Washington Post that prison expansion “has been a major source of
growth, of jobs, of economic development” for rural communities (Duke,
2000).

An example of a community that benefited from a prison is Appleton,
Minnesota, which built a 500-bed prison in 1993 with $27 million in federal
development funding. The prison was subsequently expanded to 1,300
beds, and it employed 400 people. In 1998, Appleton sold the prison at
a profit to CCA. Appleton officials credit the prison with revitalizing the
local economy, which had been declining since the 1970s as a result of
farm failures. Officials report that in addition to providing jobs for local
residents, the prison spurred local businesses and provided Appleton with
revenues to undertake road and sidewalk repairs. However, local officials
acknowledge that the prison jobs have high turnover rates and many
prison employees live outside the local area (Doyle, 2002). The net
benefits, then, may be somewhat less than what they appear at first glance.
Absent any formal economic impact analysis, the net benefits of Appleton’s
prison are difficult to ascertain.

Malone, New York, has also benefited from three separate prisons built
in the early 1990s, but once again, rigorous analysis is lacking. The data
are mostly observational and self-reported. The prisons generated 1,600
jobs and an annual payroll of $67 million. Most of the employees live in
Malone or the surrounding county. According to local officials, the prisons
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have attracted a furniture assembly plant and a textile company, in addition
to new pharmacies, discount stores, and fast-food outlets. Local officials
also attribute expansion of both a local hospital and a golf course to the
economic boost brought about by the prisons. Costs included increases
in water and sewer rates in order to expand those systems to accommodate
the prison (Duke, 2000).

Although some depressed rural communities undoubtedly benefit from
prisons, plenty of others fail to realize anticipated economic gains. In
Connell, Washington, a tanning salon and an appliance store opened after
a medium-security prison was built in 1992, but two grocery stores closed
despite a slight increase in population. And a mall 30 miles away continued
to draw business away from Connell (Glamser, 1996). Likewise, a medium-
security prison in Crowley County, Colorado, failed to revive the local
economy after it was built in 1987. Instead, most of the prison employees
ended up living outside the county, while the prison overloaded the
county sewer system and prisoners overloaded the local court system with
lawsuits (Larmer, 1995).

In Folkston, Georgia, the private prison that opened in 1998 (mentioned
earlier) generates $106,000 per year in additional property taxes. But
contrary to the expectations of local officials, property values dropped,
and new housing starts failed to materialize after the prison arrived.
Furthermore, more than two thirds of the prison employees live in sur-
rounding counties, and the prison has failed to meet expectations as a
stimulus for new business. “Most of the dollars leave the county,” says
one board member of the Folkston-Charlton County Development Author-
ity (B. Morris, personal communication, 2003).

Several recent studies suggest that the local economic impacts of
prisons tend to be neutral at best. For instance, the Sentencing
Project—which is generally critical of the prison–industrial complex—com-
pared economic trends over the preceding 25 years in 14 rural New York
counties—7 with prisons, and 7 without. The study, released in February
2003, concluded that there are no discernible differences in economic
trends among the two groups, which were chosen for their geographic
and demographic similarities. Unemployment figures for both groups
moved in parallel and remained consistent with the state average, leading
the researchers to conclude, “Residents of rural communities with one or
more prisons did not gain significant employment advantages compared
to rural counties without prisons.” The researchers also found no significant
difference in per capita income increases from 1982 to 2000. During that
period, per capita income rose 141% in the rural counties without a prison,
132% in counties that hosted a prison, and 160% across New York as a
whole (Ryan, Mauer, and Huling, 2003).
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The authors of the Sentencing Project study suggested several possible
explanations for their results. Those included prison employees living
outside the host county, the inability of local residents to compete for
jobs because of union requirements or lack of skills, the lack of infra-
structure and local business capacity to keep prison expenditures local,
and the lack of multiplier effects because the prisons are not integrated
into the local economy (Ryan, Mauer, and Huling, 2003). Indeed, contrac-
tors from outside host communities win almost all prison construction
contracts, because local contractors lack the expertise and financial capac-
ity to undertake such large-scale projects. Provisions for prisons are bought
primarily from national rather than local suppliers, so prisons tend to have
little direct impact on the local economy. And prison guards in upstate
New York, at least, often are from other communities because the most
senior guards get the best jobs in the system—and those are perceived
by guards to be in the upstate prisons.

Another study comparing Colorado counties with and without prisons
yielded similar results to those of the study conducted in New York.
Christopher Seti of the University of Colorado in Denver concluded that
“economies of prison counties rarely outpace those of their nonprison
neighbors” (Seti, 2001). Seti’s study compared 10 rural counties—5 with
prisons and 5 without. From 1991 to 1998, the difference in per capita
income increase between the two counties was statistically insignificant.
The study also compares state projections for per capita income and
unemployment in 2005 for all the counties, and once again, the counties
with prisons are not expected to fare any better on those indicators than
counties without prisons. The primary weakness of the Colorado study,
however, is that it does not compare economic data for the two groups
of counties before the prisons were constructed. If the counties with
prisons were significantly worse off economically as a group before prison
construction than the nonprison counties, then positive economic impacts
of the prisons would be hidden by Seti’s design.

Not only does the most comprehensive study to date of the economic
impacts of rural prisons cast doubt on the popular supposition that prisons
provide economic benefits to their host communities, the researchers
conclude that prisons even hinder economic growth in some instances
(Hooks et al., 2004). The study, which is pending publication, was con-
ducted by sociologists at Washington State University. Relying on U.S.
Department of Commerce data from all of the approximately 3,100 counties
in the contiguous 48 states, they examined public, private, and total
employment growth between 1969 and 1994. They controlled for the
effects of tax rates, state contributions to the local economies, education
levels, employment profiles (e.g., the percentage of manufacturing and
nonmanufacturing employees), and spatial autocorrelation (i.e., the effects
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of growth or decline in one county on surrounding counties). They found
that rural counties without prisons had faster growth rates for total income
and per capita income. They also found no evidence that prisons—estab-
lished or newly built—contributed to employment growth in rural counties.
In fact, in slowly growing counties, new prisons impede employment
growth, the researchers found. (They suggest that may be because scarce
resources are diverted from other development opportunities.) Prisons
have simply not contributed significantly to the economic development
of rural counties over the past several decades, the authors conclude
(Hooks et al., 2004).

The Social Impacts of Rural Prisons
Although recent research examines the quantifiable economic impacts of
rural prisons, the social impacts remain largely unexamined. There may
be several reasons for that. Social impacts are more difficult to quantify
and measure with reliability or validity. In field studies, confounding
variables make it difficult to establish cause and effect with certainty. And
local officials, at least, focus on traditional economic outcomes for which
they can claim credit, such as job gains. They have little to gain politically
by examining the social costs of economic development initiatives.

But costs accrue. Prisons change community demographics and dynam-
ics. Mentioned in some press accounts are the increased burdens on law
enforcement and courts resulting from an influx of prisoners to a com-
munity. Those burdens increase because infractions committed by inmates
inside the prison must be prosecuted locally. Also, lawsuits frequently
filed by prisoners over prison conditions and other matters are also matters
of local jurisdiction. Residents of host communities logically end up paying
those costs in the form of higher taxes, reduced services, or both.

Another issue is the impact of prison guard jobs on the community
social fabric. Prisons do create jobs. But communities rarely weigh the
safety, quality, turnover rates, or other negative attributes of those jobs,
which put strain on individuals and families. Studies conducted in the late
1970s and early 1980s examined the effects of job stress in corrections.
One study conducted in New Jersey found that physical symptoms of
stress—including hypertension, heart attacks, and ulcers—were higher
among prison guards than among police officers, whose occupations are
considered to be among the most stressful of all. The study also found
that correctional officers reported twice the divorce rate of other workers
and abnormally high rates of alcoholism, drug use, and family problems
(Howard, 1984). In addition to boosting health-care and social service
costs, those social problems tend to diminish the social capacity and capital
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of communities. But rural communities rarely assess any of those costs
either before or after a prison arrives in town.

Even more difficult to quantify for the purposes of cost–benefit analysis
are the ethical and spiritual issues surrounding the use of prisons for
economic development. Communities that host prisons are, in effect, trying
to build their economies and profit by isolating and controlling other
human beings. (“Convicts for commerce is how some rural areas refer to
it,” remarked the head of the rural affairs division of the Texas Department
of Economic Development [Bauer, 2000]). Is it a moral arrangement or
not? It can be argued that prison communities are providing a service by
confining those people who are a threat to society, and that prisons have
to be built someplace.

But the arrangement also turns host communities into beneficiaries of
the prison–industrial complex and arguably buys off the community’s more
compassionate instincts. Host communities have a vested interest in puni-
tive policies and laws that treat prisoners—even those who are not much
of a threat to society—as valuable economic commodities.1 That most
prisoners are culturally “alien” individuals (black and Hispanic) from far-
off urban areas arguably makes it easier for residents (most of them white)
of the rural host communities to distance themselves from the moral
uncertainties of their collective action. To the extent that prisons under-
mine compassion and contribute to social and cultural alienation, they
degrade the social capital and capacity of rural communities. And that, in
the end, is an economic development handicap.

Such handicaps are impossible to quantify, of course. The effects are
perhaps best illustrated by example. Susanville, California, bet its future
on a prison economy in the early 1990s as local mines and an army depot
were closing, and the logging industry was in decline. A construction
boom that began in 1995 eventually yielded three prisons with a total of
10,000 inmates. National retailers such as Wal-Mart, Taco Bell, and Block-
buster Video moved in. By traditional economic measures such as job
gains, population gain, and wage gains, Susanville’s economic develop-
ment strategy has been a success. But many residents are ambivalent
because of the social consequences of that strategy. Joelle Fraser (2000)
described the town’s transition in 1999:

After the strip lengthened and the stoplights multiplied and
many small businesses, unable to compete with Wal-Mart, qui-
etly boarded their doors, Susanville is reminiscent of so many
towns that have outgrown themselves and lost something in
the process. But it is also unlike many small towns—there is
the overwhelming presence of men with military haircuts and
trim mustaches, the constant talk of prison scandals and
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violence (eleven inmates have been killed or committed suicide
since High Desert’s opening), the clear division between locals
and prison employees and inmate families. People complain
about anonymity, about long lines at the bank, about traffic,
about the rise in prices. The police department faces rising
domestic violence, a 50 percent jump in juvenile delinquency
and trade in hardcore drugs like heroin from gang members
associated with the prison. The real estate community holds a
glut of property because the new prison employees [are] not
settling in like they were supposed to…. A new prison requires
that the community adapt to a rapid leap in a specific kind of
population—those drawn to and associated with the work of
corrections, an industry for whom the raw material is the
systematic incapacitation of hostile, despairing human beings,
in this case over 10,000 of them.

Yet distressed rural communities continue to compete for prisons,
despite the experience of other communities and mounting evidence that
prisons are not an economic panacea. Eventually, these communities may
be forced rather than persuaded to shift their economic development
strategies away from prisons. The reason is that tectonic changes in state
and federal corrections policies now threaten to divert money away from
prison construction. Already, the prison boom is waning.

Public Opinion, State Budgets, and Diminishing 
Opportunities
Prison construction may cease to drive rural economic development
because of softening public opinion toward crime and punishment and a
budget crisis that has left states unable to continue to fund the draconian
prison policies of the last three decades. Indeed, numerous states are now
reforming their criminal justice policies in ways designed to reduce prison
populations and the associated costs. In 2001 and 2002, 13 states enacted
reforms to reduce their incarceration rates (Wilhelm and Turner, 2002).
Other states are now exploring ways to reduce their own incarceration
rates and corrections budgets. New prison construction is already slowing
as a result: 11 new prisons opened in rural communities in 2001, compared
with 38 in 1998 (Kilborn, 2001).

Shifting public opinion over the last decade has made sentencing
reform possible. Various polls and studies reveal that the public no longer
considers crime a pressing social issue. The Pew Research Center found,
for instance, that the number of Americans who considered crime as the
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most important issue facing their communities dropped from 29% in 1994
to 12% in 2001 (Wilhelm and Turner, 2002). A Harris poll yielded similar
results: in 1994, 37% of respondents said crime was one of the two most
important issues facing government; when the survey was repeated in
2000, 11% of respondents said so.

Attitudes about incarceration have also softened. In a 1994 study by
Peter D. Hart Research Associates, 48% of respondents favored addressing
the underlying causes of crime, and 42% favored deterrence through
tougher sentencing. When that survey was repeated in 2001, 65% of
respondents said they favored addressing the underlying causes of crime,
whereas 32% preferred harsher sentencing. The Hart studies also revealed
changing opinions about mandatory sentencing laws, which 55% of
respondents favored and 38% opposed in 1994. By 2001, 38% favored
mandatory sentencing laws, and 45% opposed them (Wilhelm and Turner,
2002).

Changing attitudes have also been reflected at the ballot box in some
states, most notably Arizona and California. In 1996, 65% of Arizona voters
approved Proposition 200, a referendum to replace mandatory prison
sentences for certain nonviolent drug offenders with supervised mandatory
treatment. Legislators subsequently tried to rescind some of the provisions,
so voters again supported three ballot measures in 1998 upholding the
1996 vote (Campaign for New Drug Policies, 2002). In 2000, 61% of
California voters approved Proposition 36, a drug-sentencing reform ref-
erendum almost identical to Arizona’s Proposition 200. To be sure, voters
are not approving such referenda in all cases. Ohio voters rejected
sentencing reform for nonviolent first- and second-time drug offenders in
2002 (Columbus Dispatch, 2002).

Meanwhile, state legislatures around the country have been taking up
sentencing reform, mostly because states can no longer afford the costs
of their punitive incarceration policies. Total expenditures (local, state,
and federal) for corrections increased from $9 billion in 1982 to $49 billion
in 1999, a 442% jump. Most of that money is spent by state governments,
and more than half of the money ($24 billion) is spent to imprison
nonviolent offenders, particularly drug users and dealers (U.S. Department
of Justice, 2003). From 1980 to 2000, state and local expenditures for
corrections rose by 600% (Wilhelm and Turner, 2002). On average, cor-
rections accounted for 7% of state budgets in 2000 (Schiraldi and Greene,
2002). In Louisiana, where the state’s prison population rose by 43%, and
corrections expenditures rose by 45% between 1994 and 1999, the chair
of the legislature’s criminal justice committee told the Associated Press,
“The people expect us to be tough on crime and they expect us to lock
everybody up and throw away the key. And that’s great as long as you’ve
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got a jail and you’ve got the finances. But we’ve come to a point where
we just can’t afford to keep doing it” (Wilhelm and Turner, 2002).

The primary reason states can no longer afford such policies is the
state budget crisis that resulted from a slumping national economy and
rising health-care costs. Budget shortfalls for fiscal 2002 in 40 states totaled
nearly $40 billion—or about $1 billion on average for each state, according
to the National Association of State Budget Officers. The situation has
hardly improved since. Nearly every state is in fiscal crisis that is expected
to continue, forcing states to cut spending to close the gap (National
Association of State Budget Officers, 2003).

Whereas a few states (California among them) have avoided cutting
their corrections budgets, many others are actively seeking ways to cut
prison spending. Some of the solutions are short term. For instance, Ohio,
Massachussets, and Illinois have closed some of their prisons, crowding
the inmates into other facilities. Nebraska granted early release to more
than 500 of its prisoners. Michigan has saved money by cutting prison
staff positions. Still other states have adopted sentencing reforms intended
to reduce their incarceration rates—and by extension, their demand for
new prisons—in the long term. Connecticut, North Dakota, and Indiana
have repealed mandatory minimum sentences for some nonviolent
offenses, for instance. Idaho, Oregon, and Washington have increased
treatment options for nonviolent drug offenders. Michigan has pared back
its truth-in-sentencing requirements, so prisoners are eligible for parole
sooner. Louisiana, Virginia, and Texas have expanded the number of
inmates eligible for early release. Alabama and New Mexico have relaxed
their habitual offender laws. North Carolina enacted alternative sentencing
for many offenses. In addition to enacting sentencing reforms to reduce
incarceration rates, Kansas enacted an early warning system: Whenever
prisons are in danger of overflowing within 2 years, a corrections com-
mission warns the legislature, which then explores additional reforms as
a means of avoiding new prison construction. Partly as a result of that
system, Kansas has avoided building any new prisons for more than a
decade (Wilhelm and Turner, 2002).

Such reforms have led some observers to conclude that the “Get Tough”
era may be coming to a close. To be sure, they are making the prediction
cautiously; a sudden increase in violent crime rates, combined with intense
media attention, could harden public opinion once again. Moreover, a
return to economic prosperity could ease the pressure on state legislatures
to cut corrections costs (Mauer, 2002). For now, though, the prison
construction boom appears to be declining because of a changing political
climate and a lack of money to keep it going. Rural communities pinning
their hopes for economic salvation on prisons may have no choice now
but to find new alternatives for economic development.
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Conclusion and Recommendations
Public policy toward crime and punishment over the past 20 years has
swelled prison populations and generated a flood of spending on new
prison construction by state and federal governments. Depressed rural
communities have seized the opportunity to compete for prisons with
hopes of attracting jobs and rebuilding their economies. Such a strategy
for economic development was predictable, given a long history of reactive
economic development approaches and the electoral benefits for politi-
cians in claiming credit for attracting jobs. As it turns out, though, prisons
are not an economic development panacea for most rural communities.
The economic benefits are usually significantly lower than predicted,
and the infrastructure and social costs are often higher than expected.
The result can be a narrow margin of benefit—or even no benefit at all.
Still, rural communities persist because they perceive no other options.
Too often, that is because they limit themselves to traditional supply-side
approaches to economic development that emphasize “buying” jobs with
land giveaways, tax breaks, and infrastructure improvements at taxpayer
expense.

Rural communities may have more success by adopting new
approaches, and they may finally be forced to do so by impending changes
in public policy that could halt or even reverse the explosive growth in
the U.S. prison population. New prison construction has already slowed.
Competition for prisons among rural communities for prisons is likely to
get stiffer and therefore more expensive. If demand for new prisons slows
even more, they may cease altogether to be an option for rural economic
development.

Such changes present rural communities with an impetus to engage
in the hard work of community building to strengthen their resources and
capacities. Rather than delegate the task of economic development to a
small cadre of public officials and business leaders, these communities
must engage in broad-based participatory problem solving that addresses
community needs, assets, and values. To succeed, rural communities must
build the knowledge and skills of individual members, build relationships
and networks to foster collective action, and strengthen and link commu-
nity institutions (Mudacumura, 2002).

Such activities are likely to result in community economic development
options that the community may not have considered. For instance, citizens
might make themselves less dependent on external economic forces by
establishing a community business corporation to launch new worker-
owned and -managed businesses that provide jobs, more equitable income
distribution, and other economic and social benefits for the community.
Community-building initiatives could also provide the community with



350 � David Walker

unforeseen opportunities to participate in regional economic development
activities. Community building could also make the community more
attractive to a broad range of businesses, thereby breaking the dependence
upon the least desirable enterprises—such as prisons.

Note
1. According to the Washington Post, for instance, advocates for reforming

harsh sentencing laws in New York say their efforts are opposed “by some
lawmakers whose small-town constituents don’t want to stop the flow of
inmates.” See Lynne Duke, 2000. “Building a Boom behind Bars; Prisons
Revive Small Towns, but Costs Are Emerging.” The Washington Post,
September 8.
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Introduction
The metropolis of Bangkok has an area of 1,568 square kilometers with
a population of about 10 million registered and nonregistered residents.
In its 50 districts comprising 2,000 communities, Bangkok generated about
9,500 tons per day of solid waste in 2002. The entire municipal solid
waste management (SWM) is under the jurisdiction of the Bangkok Met-
ropolitan Administration (BMA), which arranges for primary collection,
transport, and disposal. At an estimated annual increase of 2.25%, the
waste generation for 2007 would be 10,600 tons per day, and the trend
would accelerate with the expansion of the urban boundaries and growth
of urban population with the increased standards of living (BMA, 2000a).
The scenario for the year 2000 indicated that of the total waste generated
and collected, more than 90% was disposed of at the two landfill sites.
Currently, the BMA has a simple system of SWM: collection and storage
of discharged waste into roadside bins or enclosures in institutions and
business centers from which compaction trucks collect and haul to the
transfer stations for onward transportation to the landfill sites. During the
entire stream, waste picking and scavenging (material recovery for recycle
and reuse) occurs, contributing to only 8% reduction of the total waste.
This is done either by the BMA collection and transport workers or by
the informal sector collectors called Salengs, who visit door to door with
carts, or by the waste pickers who scavenge from the roadside bins,
transfer station heaps, and landfills (Figure 16.1).

The trend shown in Figure 16.1 requires change for effective SWM as
BMA has had to cope up with several problems related to its environ-
mental, social, financial, managerial, and administrative aspects. Some of
the technical problems encountered are the spills of waste, dust problems
during transport, and malodor from transfer stations and landfill sites. As
a result, the affected citizens have made complaints to the BMA. Illegal
dumping and disposal have hindered 100% waste collection (BMA, 2000b).
Waste collectors and scavengers work in an unhealthy environment.
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Despite different acts, laws, and regulations for SWM, their implementation
has been inadequate, with a lack of coordination and follow-up between
the implemented schemes and the civic authority. Budget allocations have
not been streamlined to suit all aspects of SWM; and collection of user
fees covers only a minute fraction of the actual costs (BMA, 2000b). Lack
of dissemination of public information hinders the overall management
of the waste. There is large room for improvement in the SWM system,
from upstream reduction in generation to downstream disposal. Incorpo-
rating the principles of cleaner production (CP) would allow an effective
reduction of the waste generation as well as disposal in the landfills with
a larger percentage of recovery of the valuables in the entire waste stream. 

CP concepts would help minimize the problems and constraints faced
by BMA for effective SWM in the metropolis. Bangkok can be considered

Figure 16.1 Municipal solid waste in Bangkok for 2000. Source: BMA (2000a).
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as a large industry, generating products and wastes with citizens as the
consumers. CP would begin at the industry, targeting reduction of waste
by changes in the pattern of manufacture of its various products and the
pathways by which these consumables reach the people who utilize them
and generate waste. That would take care of the upstream with the
awareness of the refuse reduction at the generating point and by segre-
gation into components to recover valuables (recyclable, reusable, and
repairable objects), biowaste (kitchen organic matter and yard waste), and
hazardous wastes. Further downstream, changes in the collection systems,
transport, processing, and final disposal must be addressed. Streamlining
of the storage and collection (segregation based on properties of waste)
would allow a change in the waste-processing techniques that would
ultimately reduce the total volume of waste to be disposed at the landfill
sites. Prevention of illegal dumping and self-disposal is a necessity. The
present trend of rapid rise in waste quantity could be stabilized, reducing
the pressure on the management. 

Present Scenario of Municipal Solid Waste Management
BMA collects and transports the municipal refuse from all its 50 districts
with its existing infrastructure to the transfer stations and employs private
transporters to haul the waste for final disposal at the landfills outside the
metropolitan boundary. 

Waste Generation and Discharge

To estimate the per capita waste generation, Bangkok households are
classified on the basis of income group, namely, A, B, and C. Table 16.1
summarizes the result of a detailed survey conducted at the On-Nuch
transfer station. It is interesting to note that the per capita solid waste
generation did not differ significantly between high- and low-income
groups, at 0.425 kg per capita per day, whereas Visvanathan and Tränkler
(2003) have reported that India and China range between 0.3 to 0.65 kg
and 0.2 to 1.7 kg, respectively.  

Waste Composition 

The overall waste composition sampled on a wet basis indicated that
kitchen waste dominated the total quantity, at about 51%; nonrecyclable
(plastic and foam and paper) was the second largest at more than 24%.
Other recyclables (plastic, foam, paper, metals, bottles, and glass) as
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indicated constituted almost 16%. The rest of the components were textiles,
leather, wood, leaves, rubber, ceramic, and stones with a small percentage
of recyclables (Figure 16.2). This clearly indicated a larger fraction of
combustible waste, which under the existing circumstances could not be
considered for incineration because of the higher moisture content in the
kitchen waste and reduced calorific value. Meanwhile, a higher fraction
of biodegradable waste indicates the attractiveness of the composition for
adoption of composting techniques, but before selecting this treatment
technology, proper upstream waste segregation schemes need to be
chosen.

Table 16.1 Classification of Households and per Capita Waste Generation

Household 
Classification

Income Level 
(THB/month)a

Population
(%)

Solid Waste 
Generation Rate (kg 
per capita per day)

A 30,000 and above 24 0.490
B 13,000 – 29,999 38 0.440
C Below 12,999 38 0.400
Weighted average 0.437

a THB40 = US$1.

Source: Japan Bank for International Cooperation [JBIC] (2001).

Figure 16.2 Physical composition of solid waste of Bangkok (in percentage wet 
basis).

Bottles, Glass (3.2)

Metals (1.8)

Non-recyclable 
Plastic (19.2)

Recyclable Plastic (2.5)

Recyclable Paper (8.4)

Wood, Leaves (2.6)

Leather, Rubber (0.2)
Textiles (2.9)

Bones, shells (2.1)

Kitchen 
Waste (51.3)

Non-recyclable Paper (5.0)

Ceramics. stones (0.4)

Unclassified (0.1)

Hazardous Waste (0.3)



358 � Watana Luanratana and C. Visvanathan

Collection and Transport

The responsibility of waste collection and transportation lies directly with
the BMA. Currently there are 1,306 collection vehicles and a total crew
of around 7,000 who make 1,780 daily collection trips to residential and
commercial areas. These collection vehicles are used for hauling 9,500
tons of waste to the transfer stations. Each of these transfer stations, located
at On-Nuch, Tharaeng, and Nongkhaem, handles about 3,500, 2,300, and
2,800 tons, respectively. In general, the transfer stations are overloaded;
overloading leads to unsanitary conditions, which are due to stockpiling
of excess waste despite continuous hauling to the landfills. 

With the continuous increase in waste generation in BMA, it is impor-
tant to investigate the collection system and crew efficiency. For example,
in Kuala Lumpur municipality in Malaysia, 7,660 tons per day of waste is
hauled with a fleet of 565 collection trucks (Levine, 1995); this figure
indicates the lacunae in the collection system of BMA.

Disposal

Private transporters haul the wastes from the transfer stations using 20-
to 30-ton trailers for final disposal at the designated landfill sites. The
waste from On-Nuch is landfilled at Rachthewa; that from Nongkhaem
and Tharaeng is hauled to the landfills at Kampangsaen 1 and 2. The first
site with a capacity of 7.5 million cubic meters has been in operation
since July 2000 and was projected to reach its capacity after 4 years; the
Kampangsaen landfill has been expanded since November 2000. These
landfills have been designed and operated more as impoverished dump-
sites than as secured sanitary landfills, as required by the national waste
disposal regulations. 

Waste Processing

Waste processing and pretreatment become essential parts of the waste
stream before the final disposal. At BMA, there exist no formal processing
and treatment facilities, though there are potentials for a higher degree
of processing based on the waste composition. The techniques used by
BMA are material recovery at various stages and a pilot project for separate
collection in some target waste generation units to allow recycling. 

Recycling 

Recycling of the waste reduces the waste quantity if it is practiced widely.
There are two forms of recycling systems in operation, which can be
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considered as formal and informal sector operations. In the formal sector,
the BMA transport crews collect all the valuables they can find in the
waste stream and sell them to the waste shops during the regular waste
collection shifts to obtain additional income. The Pollution Control Depart-
ment (PCD) has estimated that such collections total about 413 tons per
day, accounting for more than 50% recovery of the recyclable waste in
the stream (BMA, 2002). The formal system uses 10 target groups (edu-
cational institutes, hospitals, department stores, hotels, religious centers,
high-rise buildings, condominiums, housing estates, markets, and com-
mercial centers) that have been initiated to practice source segregation. 

In the informal sector, the most prominent recovery of recyclables is
by Salengs, who make locality visits with their tricycles and collect mate-
rials from the households. About 2,100 Salengs operate in Bangkok and
collect a total of about 332 tons of recyclables, which accounts for more
than 40% of the recovered materials (JBIC, 2001). In addition, the scav-
engers at the transfer stations collect about 2% to 3% of the recyclables.
As a whole, the present scenario indicates that the recycling rate is about
8% (766 tons) of the total waste stream with the participation of both the
formal and informal sectors. The system saves the BMA about Thai baht
(THB) 97 million per year at THB 350 per ton of waste. 

The Recycle Promotion Drive by the BMA

As an initial step of reducing the total amount of solid waste generated,
BMA focused mainly on the policy of waste recycling. In spite of the
original target of 20% waste reduction through recycling by 2001, only
8% recycling was achieved even with the concerted efforts of the PCD
and active local educational and media campaigns by nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) (Thailand Environment Monitor, 2003). The reduc-
tion of waste was aimed at adherence to the rule of 4 Rs—reduce, reuse,
repair, and recycle. To allow such a system, source separation has been
promoted with the use of separate colored bins: green for food wastes
and other biodegradables; yellow for recyclable waste (bottles, plastic,
glass, paper, aluminum cans, and other metals), and gray for the hazardous
category of wastes (lightbulbs, dry cells, batteries, etc.) especially in
commercial centers. The source separation activities are designed such
that they are carried out by the BMA collection crews or Salengs, rather
than by household owners. Though these recycle activities carried out by
the BMA workers assist their monthly incomes, their working efficiency
is significantly reduced in terms of garbage collection rate. Currently, the
BMA is considering drafting a policy whether to prohibit or make this
system of source separation official as an initiative to promote recycling
(BMA, 2002). 
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Present Problems and Constraints

BMA is faced with increasing SWM problems that can be broadly catego-
rized as waste-related environmental issues, management issues, and
financial aspects issues. These issues are discussed in detail in the follow-
ing sections.

Waste-Related Environmental Issues 

The waste discharge rate has been increasing by about 2.25% annually
mainly because of the population growth and the increase in urbanization
and BMA’s waste handling capacity has not kept pace with the trend
(BMA, 2002). It does not collect 100% of the total generated waste, and
illegal dumping and disposal are still practiced. The capacity of transfer
stations is found to be inadequate to handle the incoming waste; the result
is stockpiling, which creates significant environmental problems. The waste
pickers and scavengers as well the BMA workers are at environmental
health risks while handling the waste. The transport for final disposal at
the landfill sites has been a cause of air pollution in terms of dust, odor,
noise, fumes, and emission of landfill gases. These problems are due to
the lack of institutional capacity in the sphere of technical management
that would be able to remedy them. Another issue is the leakage of
wastewater from the collection trucks and transfer stations. Leachate
generated at the disposal sites leads to groundwater pollution for which
treatment facilities are required.

Management Issues

Despite efforts by BMA to formalize the recycle system with source
segregation by using several pilot projects, the SWM system is not fully
integrated. BMA workers sort the recyclables during waste collection trips;
that activity reduces their efficiency as they barely collect 5.33 tons per
trip. However, their role is not formalized; nor is that of the Salengs who
operate individually without any input from the civic authority. The
existing regulations governing collection of waste and levying of fees and
user charges are not well coordinated; therefore, strengthening of the
management issues would be necessary. The actual SWM cost far exceeds
the realization from the users, as seen in Table 16.2. For effective man-
agement, the participation of the private sector, NGOs, and community-
based organizations (CBOs) would be necessary. The role of PCD for
direction of municipal solid waste (MSW) activities should go hand in hand
with the objectives of BMA to foster effective monitoring of the waste
collection, transport, processing, and disposal. Further, publication by the
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Department of Public Cleansing (DPC) of public information must be
directed to more target groups to allow a reduction of the waste upstream
rather than provide the downstream solution. BMA requires adequate
professional and technical competency for effective management.

Financial Aspects

Another issue of concern for management are the budget allocations for
the various activities related to SWM. Compared to that for the other
municipal services, the financial allocation for SWM is in the range of 20%
to 25%. Of this amount, 65% to 75% is spent on the collection and
transportation activities, the remaining 25% to 35% is used for the final
processing and disposal. This clearly indicates the processing and disposal
sectors have received inadequate attention, lacunae in the overall man-
agement of these aspects of the waste stream are the result.

Table 16.2 indicates that the absence of budgetary provisions for
processing and the levy on the users are far too highly subsidized (hardly
2.5% to 3%) with an annual fluctuation that could contribute to the
ineffectiveness of the management, as well as cause deficit in the budget.
More than 95% of the SWM costs are borne by BMA, at a total of more
than THB 2 billion. The cost of disposal has been between 20% and 31%
of the total management cost, indicative of a disproportionate expenditure
for the collection. For effective management of the solid waste, the
collection, processing, and disposal must be streamlined in the budgetary
provisions. The user fees should be able to cover a larger fraction of the
budget than the present one by applying the “Polluter Pays Principle,”
which would reduce the waste generated. It has been seen from practices
in India and Sri Lanka that the involvement of the private sector in
collection and transport has greatly increased the efficiency of the MSW
system (Asian Institute of Technology [AIT], 2004). Another example of
increased efficiency with the involvement of the private sector was
reported in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, where the collection by the private
sector was 8.5 tons per vehicle trip, whereas that by the public sector
was only 5.7 tons per vehicle trip (Levine, 1995). 

Sustainable Waste Management Strategies for BMA
The sustainable waste management approach of BMA should incorporate
the basic principle of waste reduction, reuse, and recycling at the source
to allow an upstream approach to the overall strategy for waste reduction.
The fundamental approach would be to consider Bangkok as a large
industry whose citizens are consumers to apply the CP principles that
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would dictate the production and supply of goods and services with
environment-friendly norms. This strategy would minimize the waste at
the producer’s end rather than at the consumer’s end with a stepwise
follow-up on the downstream. In creating the strategy, the factors influ-
encing the generation play an important role in the waste minimization
plan that could be achieved by using legal and economic instruments,
suasion, and appropriate collection, treatment, and disposal technologies.

Factors Controlling Waste 

The primary factors that control the waste amount are the population and
the income level of the citizens. The forecast for the waste amount is
based on these two factors, though various other factors contribute to its
precision. In terms of the factors considered later, the forecast for waste
discharge and collection amount is given in Figure 16.3, which indicates
a steady rise with nearly 15,000 tons per day by 2019. 

Figure 16.3 Forecast of waste generation and collection amount.
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The present population estimate of Bangkok is based on the 1990
census, and the proposed waste management plan has forecasted an
annual growth of registered and nonregistered residents by 1.53% until
2019; the growth of commuters has been assumed to be 1.47% (BMA,
2000b). On this basis, the forecast for waste discharge can be determined
together with the income growth. Waste generation and collection up to
2019 show a smaller growth in the domestic waste component but a
substantial growth in the nonresidential (industrial and commercial) waste
sector. It has been found that the increase in per capita daily residential
waste has been 0.4 to 0.425 kg, whereas the per capita nonresidential
waste increase is from 0.467 to 0.902 kg, thus increasing the share of the
latter sector from 54% to 68% within the period 1989 to 2000 (BMA,
2000b). This factor requires stabilization at the current level to allow a
consolidated decrease in the otherwise uncontrolled growth of MSW in
the metropolis.

The growth in income of an individual increases her or his consumption
pattern and is related to the growth in gross domestic product (GDP).
The present trend in Thailand indicates a rise by 2.5% for the period from
2000 to 2010 and by 3.4% for 2011 to 2020. The waste discharge is expected
to grow by 2.25% for the first decade and 3.06% for the second decade
(JBIC, 2001).

Waste Minimization by Legal Instruments

Waste minimization can only be achieved with the incorporation of CP
options that target the upstream of waste generation. Keeping the factors
controlling waste generation fixed on the one hand, minimization efforts
should bring about a control in the waste generation with a down-the-
line follow-up on the waste stream. Control can be facilitated by legal
and economic instruments. BMA has a number of laws and regulations
governing environmental management, but their implementation is cen-
tralized and enforcement by legal authorities is difficult. The power vested
in the police for enforcement with fines and permits is limited by their
lack of institutional arrangements and technical expertise. Public compre-
hension of the rules and regulations is lacking, without regular updates
that could be achieved with effective multimedia campaigns. The present
system of command and control (CAC) has limited enforcement. BMA has
inadequate professional capacity with technical competency for the
enforcement of the law, which causes complexities of implementation of
environmentally sound practices. 
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Economic Instruments 

Besides the legal aspects, economic incentives play a vital role. The legal
instruments can only be effective with the provision of economic instru-
ments in the form of municipal taxes and service charges for handling
the waste. Another factor to control waste generation would be to levy
taxes or duties on goods that generate waste, restrict use of excessive
packaging material, and provide a deposit refund system for recyclables
and reusables (plastic, glass, rubber, or metal containers and household
appliances once out of service). Further, the production process of con-
sumables may be monitored for environmentally friendly practices and
provide market-based incentives (MBIs) of loans, tax relief, and grants to
the producers for adherence to sound environmental practices. Strictures
and fines for violating these norms and regulations would deter the
producers from environmentally unethical practices.

Suasion

Sustainable management of the urban MSW would not be complete with
only a legal approach and application of economic instruments without
voluntary public participation and awareness among the polluters. The
willingness to promote a sound environment goes a long way in the
reduction of the waste, for which education of the masses through
multimedia campaigns would be necessary to make the public realize its
importance. Hence, public willingness to participate in the programs and
projects initiated by BMA would enhance effective management and
coordination of the activities. Changing of consumer habits and patterns
from the existing ones would be difficult using only CAC and economic
instruments but would be simplified if the public were persuaded to
change, thereby paving the way for the reduction of generated waste.

Appropriate Technologies

The applicable technology is related to both upstream (generation, source
segregation, collection, transport) to downstream (processing/treatment
and final disposal) MSW. Generation of waste depends on the technological
approach in the various sources of waste—the consumer goods. An inte-
grated approach by the producer of such goods to reduce packaging would
decrease the waste at the user’s end. This in effect would be a CP technique.
Source segregation when systematized to separate different categories of
waste promotes recycling and reuse of valuables in the waste stream. 
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The kitchen and the yard wastes that constitute biodegradable waste
can be segregated and processed as compost either in the backyard or
by large-scale composting units or plants specifically functioning under
the BMA umbrella and can provide useful products for agricultural use
as soil conditioners or biofertilizers. Once the biodegradable and recyclable
wastes are separated, the volume to be processed further would be
reduced by more than half and could easily be handled using the existing
infrastructure for processing—compaction at the transfer stations and
disposal in landfills. 

Introduction of incineration facilities by BMA would require further
segregation of waste into combustibles and noncombustibles. The calorific
value of BMA MSW has been found to be about 4600 kJ per kg (JBIC,
2001), which is much lower than the minimal value required for sustainable
combustion (5024 to 5861 kJ per kg) (AIT, 2004). The removal of the
biowaste component from the waste stream would drastically reduce the
moisture content and increase the calorific value of the waste, allowing
a self-sustaining combustion in the incinerator that would generate elec-
tricity as a useful by-product. Such a technical strategy would help in the
reduction of the waste volume for landfills and minimize problems arising
out of transport of waste, malodor, leachate, and landfill gases. 

Waste Generation Control and Reduction Plan

The significant growth in waste discharge as forecasted (Figure 16.3) had
made BMA set targets for waste reduction with control at the source by
implementing the legal, economic, and technical instruments vis-à-vis CP
options as indicated. The waste stream has two components, residential
wastes and nonresidential wastes, of which the former quantity could be
stabilized but could not be reduced drastically with the options cited.
People’s participation with an effective campaign for reduction of waste
generation would help control the per capita waste generation. 

However, this would not significantly reduce the total waste generation,
as the population of the metropolis would be on the increase. The present
0.468 kg per capita per day domestic waste generation could be maintained
at the same level by 2019, but in effect, the total volume of domestic
waste would increase significantly with the population growth. This value
is lower than the per capita generation in cities of most developing Asian
countries (Visvanathan and Trankler, 2003). Hence, the priority focus for
waste reduction should be in the nonresidential sector.

BMA has proposed a reduction target for waste discharge by 2019 from
its nonresidential waste stream estimated at 1.157 kg per capita per day,
which could effectively be reduced to 0.632 kg per capita per day by
applying CP principles with stringent measures to control large waste
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discharges. Eventually, the measures could be expanded to include the
medium- and small-scale waste discharges. Another step would be the
recycle rule for the products that generate recyclable waste (household
appliances, computers, mobile phones, electrical accessories), which
should be routed back to the producers once the useful life is finished.
Other waste products resulting from canning and packaging (cans, bottles
and plastic trays) would have to be sent to the producers for recycling
or reuse or to a recycling agency. Specific proposed scenarios for the
waste reduction scheme are as follows:

� Charges to be levied on large-volume business or corporate waste
based on the quantity per unit discharged

� Reduction in discharge by application of the reduction and recycle
rule

� Institutional arrangements for the promotion of reduction and
recycling

On the basis of BMA’s proposed waste management plan, a recycle
and reuse proposal for 15% of refuse has been put forward; the rest of
the waste would be processed by composting, incineration, and disposal
in sanitary landfills by 2019. Figure 16.4 indicates the various scenarios
for the plan for integrated SWM in which waste is segregated from the
generating source, residential and nonresidential sectors, into three cate-
gories (recyclables and reusables, biodegradable and nonbiodegradable),
and for each category the processing and disposal criteria are outlined.
The recyclables and reusables and the biodegradables would be removed
from the waste stream at the beginning as a result of source segregation.
The volume to be landfilled would be the processed household hazardous
wastes, the incinerated residue, and the other nonbiodegradable wastes.

Sustainable Measures of Solid Waste Management

The efforts of BMA to incorporate CP through its proposed waste man-
agement plan would require additional sustainable measures based on
the legal, financial, and technical instruments and motivation. These would
exert control in the waste generation, a sound collection system, a market
for recycling and reuse, dissemination of information and environmental
education, and a monitoring system for the proposed activities and pilot
projects.

The metropolitan management with certain regulations to control waste
should require all large- and medium-scale generators to submit plans for
waste reduction and reduce fancy packaging. It should promote recycling
and resale of used goods, subsidize backyard or home composting, and
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Figure 16.4 Integrated municipal solid waste management plan for Bangkok.
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implement waste segregation at the source. Separation of large-scale
organic wastes from such generation sources as hotels, restaurants, fast-
food joints, and cottage food-processing units would provide resources
for composting and hence reduce biowaste from the main stream.

Once the system is streamlined to that effect, an effective collection
system would induce the polluters to segregate the waste. In addition,
the informal sector waste collectors such as Salengs and scavengers should
be registered under the BMA and the collection work by BMA crews
should be formalized. At the same time, an awareness campaign on the
benefits of source separation among the citizens would assist the collection
system. The solid waste of Bangkok is the property of the BMA, and once
the right to the ownership is given to the private sector with infrastructure
support, its entry would make a difference in the SWM system, as indicated
previously. The valuables in the waste stream would be attractive for
private sector involvement that would make possible the establishment
of recycling and resource recovery plants. This would significantly assist
the SWM system for BMA as well as increase efficiency.

To begin recycling various types of waste a market would be necessary
and BMA would be required to create it for the sustainability of the
recycling units. Further, it should be able to provide certain subsidies in
the form of collection, storage, and transport of the recyclables as well
as land for establishing such units. A media campaign to encourage use
of recycled goods and repair facilities would pave the way for reduction
of waste that would otherwise accumulate in the main stream. 

One of the keys to successful waste management is citizens’ awareness
of the environmental issues related to the garbage disposal. That could
be achieved by disseminating information regarding the CP concepts of
waste reduction, source segregation, recycling and composting technolo-
gies among the citizens along with the understanding of the adverse effects
of the waste on human health, aesthetics, and the general environment. 

All efforts to implement waste reduction strategies backed up by legal,
economic, and technical measures would only partially fulfill the objectives
or could even create a chaotic system without the effective monitoring of
the waste stream. This system would not only collect statistics but also
locate any lacunae in the SWM, which could be immediately remedied.

Conclusion
Municipal refuse is closely related to citizens’ urban life: the industrial,
corporate, and business activities of a city. The present scenario in
Bangkok indicates the lacunae in the system of SWM by the metropolitan
authority which are due to problems and constraints that limit 100%
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collection and to lack of technologically sound methods for segregation,
transport, and disposal. 

Recognizing the facts and the loopholes within the system, BMA’s
policymaking body has proposed certain effective measures that incorpo-
rate principles of CP to reduce significantly the generation of refuse in
the metropolis by targeting the sources, mainly the nonresidential sector,
which includes the burgeoning industry, institutions, business centers, and
corporate sector. These measures include reduction in the waste generation
at the source with lesser consumption of packaging materials, stringent
methods of resource utilization, and regulations governing the discharge
of waste by large- medium- and small-scale dischargers. 

The levy and collection of appropriate fees and discharge taxes should
encompass all dischargers. Having more target groups for source segre-
gation would allow a source-separated waste for further downstream
processing. Inclusion of the small- and large-scale private sector partici-
pation, community participation, and involvement of the local NGOs
would definitely prove a boon for BMA, providing for integrated SWM as
shown in Figure 16.4.

The objectives of reducing total waste generation and increasing its
processing by promoting recycling and composting would decrease quan-
tities of trash at different stages in the waste stream. BMA has to secure
active cooperation and understanding of its citizens while promulgating
its plans for the desired objectives. Sharing of responsibilities by citizens,
corporations, and administrative bodies would allow the establishment of
an effective system that would cater to the urgent needs of sustainable
development of the metropolis. 

An analysis of the approaches to be adopted in the future with an
understanding of the present scenario reflects BMA’s people-oriented
approach, which would encourage greater public participation through
voluntary groups who could help with promotional materials and dissem-
ination of information. The implementation of the proposed plan with its
various approaches for CP concepts would achieve by 2019 a total per
capita refuse discharge of 1.1 kg per capita per day (residential 0.468 kg
and nonresidential 0.632 kg) by significantly reducing the nonresidential
waste from the projected value of 1.625 kg per capita per day (without
a plan). Bangkok would be generating a daily waste volume of 10,562
tons with CP options instead of 15,065 tons without the changed strategy
(a reduction by 30% of the total discharge). 

A recycling of 15% waste and composting of another 20% would further
decrease the waste disposal amount to 6,865 tons (without incineration),
ensuring longer life for the landfills. Introduction of incineration facilities
would further decrease the landfilled waste by 20% to 25%. This objective
could only be achieved by using the CP options in the upstream of waste
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collection, which begin with reduction among the population in consump-
tion patterns and source segregation for reuse, recycling, and composting,
instead of downstream reduction, as presently practiced. To achieve the
objective, strengthening of the BMA infrastructure and its institutional
capacity would required for sustainable development within the frame-
work of the principles of CP for well-coordinated urban refuse manage-
ment.
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Introduction
Hazardous waste disposal by Northern-based firms in the Third World
began in the early 1980s. In order to avoid stringent regulations and higher
costs, many firms producing the wastes started seeking management
facilities beyond their national borders. To begin with, transboundary
movements of hazardous wastes were a phenomenon of the industrialized
world and were legitimized with free trade and labor sharing in waste
disposal among states with the same economic and environmental stan-
dards (Rublack, 1993, p. 28). Increasingly, other countries became
involved. In the mid-1980s, there were more signs of wastes being shipped
to countries in Latin America, the Caribbean, and Africa (Valette and
Spalding, 1990). The group of potential importing countries for hazardous
wastes was thus joined by some of the poorest countries in the world,
which suffered from falling “terms of trade,” sinking export proceeds, and
increasing foreign debts (Bartram and Engel, 1989: 116; Puckett, 1992,
p. 95; Valette and Bernstorff, 1989, p. 26). These new “importing countries”
usually lacked the financial, technical, legal, and institutional capacity for
monitoring trade in hazardous waste and preventing illegal imports.

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) paid early attention
to the problem of hazardous waste trade. It was difficult to quantify
precisely the amount of hazardous waste generated, given considerable
differences in definition among countries. UNEP estimated that 300 to 400
million tons of toxic waste was produced per year (Tolba, 1990, p. 3),
and every year at least 30 million tons of toxic waste was transported
across borders (Hilz, 1992, p. 20). The hazardous waste trade between
industrialized and developing countries was estimated as making up at
least 10% (Tolba, 1990, p. 4) of that 30 million tons.

In 1982, UNEP initiated action on the waste issue and began to draw
up the “Cairo Guidelines on Environmentally Sound Management of
Hazardous Wastes.” The goal of these guidelines, though not legally
binding, was to assist governments in the process of developing policies
for the environmentally sound management of hazardous wastes
(UNEP/GC.14/17, Annex II; UNEP, 1987). Parallel to the development of
the Cairo Guidelines and in response to the growing trade in hazardous
waste, the legal framework of the Organization of Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) (Decision C [83] 180/Final, 23 I.L.M 214 [1984])
and the European Community (EC) (Regulation 84/631 EEC, OJ L 326
[1984]: 31) were expanded to apply to third countries as well (Decision
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OECD/C[86]64/Final, 25 I.L.M 1010 [1986]; Regulation 86/279/EEC, OJ L
181 [1986]: 13).

These early attempts to control trade in hazardous waste were wel-
comed by the World Commission on Environment and Development
(WCED). In its report “Our Common Future,” the commission stressed the
importance of three principles that were incorporated in these legal
attempts: equally strict controls on shipments to third countries, prior
notification to and consent from the country of final destination, and a
guarantee of adequate disposal facilities in the recipient country (WCED,
1990, p. 272). The commission, however, did not consider these steps
taken by industrialized countries as sufficient: “But as of now there is
no effective mechanism either to monitor or to control hazardous waste
trade.… Governments and international organizations must more actively
support efforts to achieve an effective international regime to control the
transfrontier movement of hazardous wastes” (WCED, 1990, p. 272).

International regimes are “sets of implicit or explicit principles, norms,
rules, and decision-making procedures around which actors’ expectations
converge in a given area of international relations” (Krasner, 1982, p. 186).
Regimes are a form of international institutions1 that have been especially
suitable for the organization of international environmental politics. In this
chapter, I will show how international environmental regimes can con-
tribute to sustainable development. I will argue that in some issue areas,
states establish and maintain not only global regimes but also regional
ones to ensure an effective protection of the environment. This is true
for the issue area “international trade in hazardous wastes.” After the Basel
Convention on the Control of transboundary movements of hazardous
wastes and their disposal (28 I.L.M 657 [1989]) was adopted in March
1989, 12 additional regimes and organizations to control the international
waste trade at the regional level were established or further developed
until February 1998. At the same time, the institutionalized policy of the
contracting parties of the Basel Convention changed from control to
prohibition of waste movements from industrialized countries to the less
developed world (“change of a regime”).2

In the following sections, I will describe and analyze this evolutionary
development and show that the adoption of regional agreements banning
the import of hazardous waste created the pressure necessary for the
global regime to adapt. With the amendment decision to prohibit exports
of hazardous waste to the less-developed world, the global regime (1)
reestablished sovereignty for developing countries that were previously
unable to control the import of hazardous waste into their territories and
(2) moved the problem back to its source by forcing the industrialized
world to deal with the hazardous waste it generated.
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Efficient Control of the International Hazardous 
Waste Trade

Phase One: The Adoption of the Basel Convention

The Negotiation Process

In 1987, UNEP’s Governing Council adopted a decision requesting the
executive director to start drafting a global convention (UNEP/GC.14/30).
Six working group meetings were necessary before the Basel Convention
was ready for signature, and 96 countries, 50 international organizations,
plus a number of nongovernmental orgaizations (NGOs) participated in
one or more of these working groups.3

The preparation of the agreement in the working groups as well as
the diplomatic conference in Basel were contentious and difficult. Two
opposing groups of countries with different viewpoints were negotiating.
On the one hand, there was the group of countries, among them most
of the OECD nations, that generally wanted the international hazardous
waste trade to continue to be legal. These countries nevertheless supported
measures to control the scandalous traffic to developing countries. This
group advocated regulation to control the international hazardous waste
trade based on prior informed consent procedures, with the basic goal
of being able to distinguish between legal and illegal shipments of haz-
ardous wastes.

On the other hand, there was the group of African countries, principally
supported by other developing countries that were confronted with the
international trade in hazardous wastes that they could not control because
these wastes were often labeled as harmless raw materials such as house-
hold wastes, building materials, or fertilizer. The African states became
aware of the fact that it would be easy for the illegally operating “waste
brokers” to fake their consent, taking into consideration the corruption of
governments in most Third World countries.4 The African countries, there-
fore, started to develop their own hazardous waste trade policy. The
Council of Ministers (CM) of the Organization of African Unity (OAU)
adopted a resolution and declared that “the dumping of nuclear and
industrial wastes in Africa is a crime against Africa and the African people”
(OAU/CM/Res. 1153 [XLVIII]). They favored a total ban on the waste trade
(OAU/CM/Res.1199 [XLIX]) along with the group of environmental NGOs,
the most important of them Greenpeace.

At the last working group meeting to prepare the convention, it became
evident that the African negotiators had found little support among the
other recipient states. The countries of Central and Eastern Europe and
some of the more industrialized developing countries either did not want
to risk their gains from hazardous waste imports or wanted to keep the
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door open for their own potential hazardous waste exports. With that,
the African group was left alone and not able to carry through the goal
of an outright ban (Lembke, 1991, p. 28).

The Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements
of Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal was adopted in March 1989 by
116 states (including the EC) represented at a ministerial conference in
Basel. Nevertheless, the convention was only signed by 35 countries and
the EC. Not a single African country was among them. Instead, the African
nations announced at the conference they were going to draw up their
own convention on hazardous wastes.

The Main Provisions of the Basel Convention

The provisions of the Basel Convention cover the generation, management,
and disposal of hazardous wastes. Wastes are defined as “substances which
are disposed of or are intended to be disposed of or are required to be
disposed of by the provisions of national law” (Art. 2.1). Disposal is defined
in Annex IV of the convention. Besides operations leading to final disposal
of the wastes such as landfill and incineration (Annex IV A), the definition
includes operations leading to resource recovery, recycling, reclamation,
direct reuse, or alternative use (Annex IV B). Thus, wastes subject to
recycling operations were also subject to the convention’s provisions.

The scope of the convention includes two categories of wastes: haz-
ardous waste and other waste. Hazardous waste is waste that belongs to
any category in Annex 1 (waste streams and hazardous constituents),
unless it does not possess any of the characteristics listed in Annex III
(hazardous characteristics). Waste that is defined as, or considered to be,
hazardous by domestic legislation of one or more parties involved in a
movement of the waste in question is also hazardous for the purposes of
the convention. Other wastes are household wastes and residues arising
from the incineration of household wastes. They are not defined as
hazardous wastes but are also included in the scope of the convention
(Art. 1).

The Basel Convention binds the contracting parties to ensure that the
generation of hazardous and other wastes is reduced to a minimum. Still,
if the generation of hazardous waste cannot be avoided, it should, as far
as compatible with environmentally sound management, be disposed of
in the state of generation. The export of hazardous wastes is only allowed
if the state of export does not have the technical capacity and the necessary
facilities to dispose of the waste in an environmentally sound manner or
the waste in question is required as raw materials for recycling or recovery
industries in the state of import. The export of hazardous waste is



378 � Britta Meinke-Brandmaier

forbidden when there is reason to believe the waste will not be managed
in an environmentally sound manner.

Furthermore, the export of hazardous waste is generally prohibited
within the area south of 60∞ south latitude (Antarctica), to contracting
parties that established a national import ban for hazardous waste, and
to noncontracting parties to the convention (Art. 4). Notwithstanding the
ban to nonparties, the export of hazardous waste to noncontracting parties
is allowed, when it would occur on the basis of bilateral, multilateral, or
regional agreements, provided the provisions of such agreements or
arrangements are no less stringent than those of the Basel Convention
(Art. 11).

The convention, therefore, did not establish a ban on the waste trade.
The export of hazardous wastes is based on the principle of “prior
informed consent (PIC) in writing.” The PIC procedure in writing means
that a transboundary movement of hazardous waste may only take place
after the states of import and transit have given their written consent to
the states of export, on the basis of detailed information provided to them
by that state (Art. 6). The Basel Convention was thus primarily an instru-
ment for the international control of the hazardous waste trade.

Beyond that, the Basel Convention concentrates on combating illegal
traffic in hazardous waste. A transboundary movement of hazardous and
other wastes is deemed to be illegal traffic when it is carried out without
notification, without consent of the state concerned, and with consent
obtained from states concerned through falsification, misrepresentation,
or fraud. Furthermore, export of hazardous wastes is seen as illegal traffic
when the waste does not conform to the documents or when it is
deliberately dumped. In cases of illegal traffic, the state of export has to
ensure that the waste in question is taken back into the state of export
or disposed of in an environmentally sound manner (Art. 9). The Basel
Convention entered into force after the 20th ratification in May 1992.

Phase Two (March 1989 to December 1992)

The opposing viewpoints of North and South that emerged during the
negotiation process determined the reactions to the convention. In the view
of the less-developed states, especially the African countries, the Basel
Convention did not constitute the appropriate legal basis for the regulation
of the international trade in hazardous wastes. These countries still favored
an outright ban, and many of them, including the 69 African, Caribbean,
and Pacific (ACP) states, were successful in introducing this claim in the
EC-ACP negotiations within the framework of the Lomé IV Convention
(29 I.L.M 788 [1990]). The convention had, with Article 39, for the first
time, a provision on the export of hazardous and radioactive waste. It
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states that “the Community shall prohibit all direct or indirect export of
such waste to the ACP States while at the same time the ACP States shall
prohibit the direct or indirect import into their territory of such waste
from the Community or from any other Country.”

Coinciding with the Lomé IV negotiations, the African countries tried
to continue their own hazardous waste trade policy. Disappointed with
the Basel negotiations, in which they could not secure an outright ban,
the African nations agreed at a June 1989 OAU meeting to draft an African
Convention on the transboundary movement of hazardous wastes
(OAU/CM/Res. 1225 [L]). Three working group meetings were held to
prepare and draft the Bamako Convention on the Ban of the Import into
Africa and the Control of Transboundary Movement and Management of
Hazardous Wastes within Africa (30 I.L.M 775 [1991]), which was signed
by 12 African countries in Bamako, Mali, in early 1991. The Bamako
Convention, developed with the help of UNEP, African experts, and
representatives of Greenpeace (Clapp, 1994, p. 27), prohibited the import
of all hazardous waste, for any reason, into Africa from noncontracting
parties and expanded definition of hazardous waste to include radioactive
waste as well (Art. 2).

The wording of the import ban for hazardous waste “for any reason”
reflected Africa’s wish to be protected from waste deals for recycling as
well. Already in early 1991, it was obvious one of the major weaknesses
of the Basel Convention was its hazardous waste definition. Although the
annexes of the convention list properties of hazardous waste, the con-
vention also recognized that potential hazards posed by certain wastes
had not yet been determined and that all countries had different definitions
of hazardous wastes.

As a consequence, not only the Basel but also the Lomé IV Convention
were circumvented as soon as they were adopted by waste traders who
relabeled their wastes as commodities bound for recovery operations.
Although the PIC procedure of the Basel Convention applied to all waste,
regardless of eventual destination, the provisions of the convention were
difficult to enforce when hazardous materials were not labeled as waste.
With the adoption of the Bamako Convention, however, the African states
sent an important political sign. No longer would the African states accept
the import of hazardous waste for any reason into the African continent
(Clapp, 1994, p. 30; Godwin 1993, p. 202; Greenpeace, 1994, p. II-8;
Kummer, 1994, p. 50).

The Lomé IV and Bamako Conventions counted as multilateral agree-
ments on hazardous waste in the sense of Article 11 of the Basel Con-
vention. The text of both conventions was sent to the Basel Convention
Secretariat, which informed all contracting parties of the existing treaties
and of the established import bans. Because the Basel Convention
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prohibited the export of hazardous waste to contracting parties that banned
their import, the bans of the Lomé IV and Bamako Conventions became
part of the global regime. Both agreements appeared to be partly suc-
cessful. According to Greenpeace, the planned waste exports to Africa
were already decreasing in 1991 (Bernstorff, 1991, p. 28; Greenpeace,
1994, p. II-4).

The member states of the OECD also reacted to the establishment of
the treaty. After the Basel Convention was negotiated, the recycling
industry, particularly the scrap-metal traders, found itself confronted with
the huge potential trade restrictions. Scrap metals are often contaminated
with small amounts of hazardous substances such as polychlorinated
biphenyls (PCBs). In very low concentrations, however, they do not harm
the environment or human health. Because of the hazardous constituents,
the scrap-metal traders feared all scrap metals would theoretically be
subject to the provisions of the Basel Convention. As a consequence, the
export of scrap metals would be part of the complicated PIC procedure.
Trade in these secondary raw materials would only be allowed with states
that were Basel Convention parties or within a bilateral, multilateral, or
regional agreement. After that, waste generators, transporters, and recyclers
started to concentrate their efforts on facilitating the international move-
ment of hazardous waste for the purpose of recycling (Rosencranz and
Eldridge, 1992, p. 320).

With Decision C(92)39/Final “Concerning the Control of Transfrontier
Movements of Wastes Destined for Recovery Operations” (OECD, 1993,
p. 72–110), the OECD introduced a new recyclable waste classification
scheme commonly known as the “red, amber, green” system. The scheme
classified all recoverable wastes in one of three categories according to
the degree of hazard. “Green”-listed waste is not subject to controls other
than those governing commercial transactions. “Amber”-listed waste is
subject to more extensive control; only “red”-listed waste is regulated in
the OECD countries according to the provisions of the Basel Convention.

Greenpeace attacked the OECD approach. In the Greenpeace study
“When Green Is Not: The OECD’s ‘Green’ List As an Instrument of
Hazardous Waste De-Regulation,” Greenpeace examined the “green” list
and concluded “that the OECD’s so called ‘green’ list contains hazardous
wastes,” and that the decision to establish the three-tiered approach “was
born, not as a result of real science, but as a result of intensive industry
pressure” (Johnston, Stringer, and Puckett, 1992, p. 31). In addition to the
threat to human health and the environment that was raised in not
controlling this type of waste among OECD countries, Greenpeace feared
international political and legal implications of the OECD decision in the
context of EC legislation, the Lomé IV Convention, and the Basel Con-
vention (Johnston, Stringer, and Puckett, 1992, p. 2).
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The new Council Regulation (EEC) No. 259/93 of February 1, 1993,
“on the supervision and control of shipments of wastes within, into and
out of the European Community” (OJ L 120 [1993]: 13), with which the
EC implemented the Basel Convention, established the OECD red, amber,
green system to apply to recovery wastes. Contrary to the OECD decision,
which applied to waste trade within OECD countries only, the EC regu-
lation applied to third countries as well (Art 16). This created a legal
conflict because the EC, as mentioned, had already agreed with non-OECD
parties of the Basel Convention and with the ACP countries within the
Lomé IV Convention to control hazardous waste as defined by the Basel
Convention. If the EC or an EC country now exported a green-listed waste
without control to a non-OECD Basel party or an ACP country, the EC
or the EC country would be in violation of both conventions.5

Exporting as well as potential importing countries acted before the
entry into force of the Basel Convention and tried to define their provisions
through regional agreements in an attempt to influence the development
of the regime. Therefore, the first conference of the Basel Convention
parties, held in Uruguay in December 1992, was again marked by the
ongoing conflict between these two groups. Recalling the Bamako and
Lomé IV Conventions, the less-developed countries under the leadership
of the G-77 again called for an outright ban.

In the meantime, this group had gained support from Agenda 21, a
document containing a program for action for implementing the principles
enunciated in the Earth Charter, both outcomes of the United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development (Rio Summit or UNCED,
1992). The targets of Chapter 20 of Agenda 21, titled “Environmentally
Sound Management of Hazardous Wastes,” were the following: (1) pre-
venting or minimizing the generation of hazardous wastes as part of an
overall integrated cleaner production approach; (2) eliminating or reducing
to a minimum transboundary movements of hazardous waste; (3) ratifying
the Basel Convention; (4) ratifying and full implementation of the African
Bamako Convention; and (5) eliminating the export of hazardous wastes
to countries that prohibit such imports. In line with these targets, UNEP
Executive Director Mustafa Tolba (UNEP/CHW.1/21: 2) and the Convention
Secretariat also put forward proposals for a ban on hazardous waste
exports to developing countries.

Confronted with this strong coalition, some OECD countries, including
Switzerland, Denmark and two Eastern European countries, Poland and
Hungary, announced their support for a full ban. Other OECD countries,
among them six key industrial nations (United States, United Kingdom,
Germany, Australia, Japan, and Canada) still opposed a ban. Although in
the minority, this group was nevertheless very powerful. It warned the
secretariat of the Basel Convention and UNEP it would not ratify the
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convention if it established a total ban for waste trade from OECD to non-
OECD countries. The secretariat and UNEP, knowing an increased mem-
bership would give the convention greater legitimacy, were scared by this
development (Clapp, 1994, p. 35; Puckett, 1994, p. 55; Vallette, 1993,
pp. 2–3).

The Decision I/22, finally adopted at the conference, consequently did
not establish a total ban but requested that industrialized countries prohibit
transboundary movements of hazardous wastes for final disposal; trans-
boundary movements with hazardous waste destined for recovery and
recycling operations were allowed to take place in accordance with the
provisions of the convention. In contrast, Decision I/22 requested devel-
oping countries to prohibit the import of hazardous wastes from indus-
trialized countries (UNEP/CHW.1/24: 37–38). A decision on a full ban for
the export of all kinds of hazardous waste from industrialized to the less-
developed world was postponed to the next conference.

Phase Three (December 1992 to March 1994)

After the less-developed countries were unable to obtain a total ban at
the first conference of the parties, many of them arranged or continued
negotiations on regional agreements. The first group to start the process,
which Greenpeace called the “cloning of Bamako,” were the Central
American countries. In December 1992, Costa Rica, El Salvador, the Repub-
lic of Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Panama adopted the “Central
American Regional Agreement on the Transboundary Movement of Haz-
ardous Wastes” (UNEP/CHW.C.1/Inf.2). As did its prototype, the Bamako
Convention, the Central American Agreement obliged its parties to prohibit
the import of hazardous wastes in the territories of the Central American
countries (Art. 2 and 3).6

The next group of countries were the contracting parties to the Bar-
celona Convention for the Protection of the Mediterranean Sea against
Pollution (15 I.L.M 290 [1976]). At their sixth Ordinary Meeting in October
1989, they generally agreed to develop a protocol on the Control of
Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes (UNEP [OCA]/MED
IG.1/5: Annex IV). A first draft of the protocol was written by Greenpeace
(UNEP [OCA]/MED IG.2/3/Add.1) and mirrored the Bamako Convention
to some extent. It also prohibited the export of all hazardous wastes, for
any reason, from developed countries to developing countries, and the
developing countries were prohibited from importing such wastes into
their territories (Art. 6). As at the Bamako Convention, the definition of
hazardous waste included radioactive waste as well (Art. 4). In October
1991, the contracting parties to the Barcelona Convention decided to
establish a working group to prepare a protocol (UNEP [OCA]/MED IG.2/4,



Multi-Regime-Regulation and Sustainable Development � 383

Annex IV: 15). In October 1993, they furthermore agreed to support a
total export ban for hazardous waste from developed to less developed
countries under the Basel Convention (UNEP [OCA]/MED IG.3/5: Section 3).

In January 1990, the contracting parties to the Cartagena Convention
on the Protection and Development of the Wider Caribbean Region (22
I.L.M 227 [1983]) agreed to take national and international action to control
the transboundary movement of hazardous waste (UNEP [OCA]/CAR
IG.6/6: Resolution 1, Annex IX). Greenpeace representatives then provided
a complete analysis of the hazardous waste trade between industrial and
Caribbean states and proposed the development of a legally binding
instrument banning the import of hazardous waste (CEP Technical Report
No. 7). In November 1992, the contracting parties agreed to ratify the
Basel Convention first and to use its forum for paying attention to the
specific problems of transboundary movements of hazardous wastes in
the Wider Caribbean Region (UNEP [OCA]/CAR IG. 10/5: 5).

The next group of countries to act were the High Contracting Parties
to the Lima Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment
and Coastal Area of the South-East Pacific (UNEP, 1994). At their fifth
meeting in October 1991, Colombia, Chile, Ecuador, Panama, and Peru
agreed to set up a legal working group to develop a protocol to
prohibit transboundary movements of hazardous wastes and their
disposal (CPPS/PNUMA/PSE/485–92: Decision 5). The text of the Draft
Protocol on the Prohibition and Control of Transboundary Movements
of Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal in the South-East Pacific
(CPPS/PNUMA/PSE/WG.4(92)/7), which was revised in July 1993, con-
tained a ban on the import of hazardous and radioactive wastes (Art. 8).

The signatories to the Bukarest Convention on the Protection of the
Black Sea against Pollution (32 I.L.M 1110 [1993]) also agreed in April
1992 to establish a legal instrument to control the transboundary move-
ments of hazardous wastes. Article XIV of the convention states: “The
Contracting parties shall take all measures consistent with international
law and cooperate in preventing pollution of the marine environment of
the Black Sea due to hazardous wastes in transboundary movement, as
well as combating illegal traffic thereof, in accordance with the Protocol
to be adopted by them.”

After a proposal by the government of Papua New Guinea, the 22
heads of government of the South Pacific Forum (SPFS) agreed in August
1993 to negotiate a regional convention (SPFS [93]11: para. 50). The fragile
ecosystems of island countries were under threat from proposals by
companies in industrialized countries to use them as a “dumping ground”
(Lawrence, 1995, p. 2), prompting the forum members to acknowledge
“the urgent need to prohibit the importation (of wastes) º into the region”
(SPFS [93]11: para 59). A first draft of the regional convention, which was
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considered by the legal working group in March 1994, contained an import
ban for all types of hazardous and radioactive wastes (SPFS [94]TOXIC.4).

The South East Asian states followed suit and decided at an interpar-
liamentarian meeting of the Association of South-East Asian Nations
(ASEAN) in September 1993 “to prohibit the import and transboundary
movement of all hazardous wastes for any reason into the ASEAN coun-
tries, with a view to concluding a regional convention prohibiting the
Importation and Transboundary Movement into ASEAN of Hazardous
Wastes” (Kummer, 1994, p. 33; 1995, p. 121).

Likewise, the states of the Economic Commission for Latin America
and the Caribbean (ECLAC) decided at a joint ECLAC/UNEP meeting in
Santiago in November 1993 on the conclusion of a regional convention
or protocol. It banned the import of any hazardous wastes into the region,
including those destined for recycling (ECLAC/LC/R.1372: 20–21). The
background to this initiative was the fear of the Latin American and
Caribbean states that the already existing regional agreements prohibiting
transboundary movements of hazardous waste to some regions “will
probably force countries to seek new channels for international trade in
those wastes, placing regions which lack such agreements in a vulnerable
position” (ECLAC/LC/R.1372: 20).

In addition to these regional approaches, more and more states used
their sovereign right to establish national import bans. By the time that
the second conference of the parties to the Basel Convention took place
in Geneva in March 1994, 103 countries of the world had said they would
not accept imports of hazardous waste to their territories (Puckett, 1994,
p. 55).

At the meeting, the G-77 and China, the Nordic countries
(UNEP/CHW.2/CRP.4), and Greenpeace again called for a total ban on
hazardous waste movements for all destinations from OECD to non-OECD
countries. Even though most of the less-developed countries had agreed
unilaterally or regionally on hazardous waste import bans, it became
evident most of the developing countries did not have the funding to
monitor and to enforce these bans. Therefore, these countries tried to
impose a global ban within the framework of the Basel Convention, which
could effectively support the national and regional import bans. Though
contentious and difficult,7 the negotiations ended successfully for this
group of countries. The G-77 and China, firmly supported by the Central
and Eastern European and Nordic countries, were able to introduce a
complete ban in the framework of the Basel Convention against the wishes
of the minority of opposing countries, mainly Canada, Australia, Germany,
the Netherlands, Japan, Great Britain, and the United States.

Finally, the 64 contracting parties to the Basel Convention adopted
Decision II/12 “to prohibit immediately all transboundary movements of
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hazardous wastes which are destined for final disposal from OECD to
non-OECD states” (UNEP/CHW.2/30: 37). It was also decided “to phase
out by 31 December 1997, and to prohibit as of that date, all trans-
boundary movements of hazardous wastes which are destined for recy-
cling or recovery operations from OECD to non-OECD states”
(UNEP/CHW.2/30: 37).

Phase Four (March 1994 to September 1995)

With their “decision” to ban the waste trade between OECD and non-
OECD countries, the contracting parties to the Basel Convention used a
measure with ambiguous legal status.8 To avoid discussion about the legal
status of the ban decision and to guarantee its quickest implementation,
proposals were made for a formal amendment of the convention at the
third meeting of the conference of the parties. The first proposal was
made by the governments of Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden. It
called for inclusion of the entire content of Decision II/12 into a new
Article 4 A of the Basel Convention (UNEP/CHW.3/2). The second proposal
was made by the Commission of the European Union and contained only
a legally binding amendment to include the export ban for hazardous
waste for final disposal into a new Article 4 A of the convention
(UNEP/CHW.3/3).

The adoption of Decision II/12 raised a mainly technical question about
hazardous waste. The contracting parties to the Basel Convention had to
decide which waste is deemed to be hazardous and is thus part of the
total export ban. This difficult task had been left to the Technical Working
Group, one of the organs of the regime. Because it could not complete
its work before the third conference of the parties to the Basel Convention,
the working group recommended extending the mandate until the fourth
conference (UNEP/CHW/WG.4/8/5: 5–7).

While the contracting parties of the Basel Convention tried to solve
the formal and technical questions that were raised by the adoption of
Decision II/12, the negotiations at the regional level continued. At the
fourth conference of the parties to the Cartagena Convention for the
Protection and Development of the Wider Caribbean Region, the majority
of countries were of the opinion that the development of a regional
protocol banning the import of hazardous waste was not necessary any-
more. By ratifying the Basel Convention, all Caribbean states would thus
be part of the total export ban for all sorts of hazardous waste from OECD
to non-OECD countries. Therefore, the development of such a protocol
was postponed until 1998–1999 with the basic goal of adopting regulations
for the transboundary movements of hazardous wastes within the region
(UNEP(OCA)/CAR IG. 11/10: 17; UNEP(OCA)/CAR IG.12/7).
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In May 1995, the second meeting of technical experts including Green-
peace was held to develop a protocol for the protection of the Mediter-
ranean from the transboundary movements of hazardous waste within the
framework of the Barcelona Convention. Turkey pushed for a change of
the terminology of the export ban from OECD to non-OECD countries.
The new wording included first an export ban on hazardous waste to
developing countries, and second, a ban on all imports of hazardous
wastes for all non-EU countries. With these changes, Turkey, as a non-
member of the EU, was protected from hazardous waste imports, and as
a member state of the OECD, Turkey was obliged not to export hazardous
waste to the developing countries (UNEP [OCA]/MED WG 79/4: 4–6).

In September 1995, the South Pacific states adopted the Waigani
Convention, which included an obligation for Pacific Island developing
parties to ban the import of hazardous and radioactive wastes from outside
the region and an export ban for “other parties” (namely, Australia and
New Zealand) for hazardous and radioactive wastes to all Forum Island
states (Art. 4).

After the Technical Working Group of the Basel Convention started its
work on the clarification of hazardous wastes, the EU Commission decided
there was no reason to postpone the implementation of the export ban
from OECD to non-OECD countries (Decision II/12 of the Basel Conven-
tion Parties). After this development, the Council of Ministers requested
the commission in June 1995 to support an amendment of the Basel
Convention by which the full content of Decision II/12 would be trans-
formed into its legal body at the third meeting of the Basel Convention
parties. With that, the commission had received a clear mandate for the
negotiations at the third conference, and the member states of the EU,
Denmark, Finland, and Sweden withdrew from their original proposal for
a formal amendment of the Basel Convention. Consequentially, it was clear
before the third conference started that the commission would support the
amendment proposal, put forward by Norway (UNEP/CHW.3/2/Corr.2).

Because of the old conflict (trade versus ban), the negotiations about
the proposals for a possible amendment were again difficult (Bernstorff,
1995). In the 17 months between the second and the third conferences,
24 additional states had ratified the Basel Convention, a fact that Green-
peace interpreted as support for the content of Decision II/12
(UNEP/CHW.3/34:1). The issue for the contracting parties to the conven-
tion was to decide under what circumstances and between which countries
the trade in recyclable waste would be allowed. Finally, the contracting
parties adopted Decision III/1 on an amendment to the Basel Convention.
With the amendment, a new Article 4 A was inserted into the convention,
which obliges the Annex VII countries (member states of the OECD and
EU, Liechtenstein) to prohibit all transboundary movements of hazardous
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wastes destined for final disposal (Annex IV A) to states not listed in
Annex VII. Furthermore, all transboundary movements of hazardous
wastes destined for recovery, recycling, reclamation, direct reuse or alter-
native use (Annex IV B) from Annex VII to non–Annex VII countries was
to be phased out by December 31, 1997, and prohibited as of that date.
In addition, a new preambular paragraph 7bis stated the parties to the
convention recognize “that transboundary movements of hazardous
wastes, especially to developing countries, have a high risk of not con-
stituting an environmentally sound management of hazardous wastes as
required by this Convention” (UNEP/CHW.3/35: Decision III/1).

The formal amendment of the Basel Convention would enter into force
between parties that accepted it on the 90th day after the receipt by the
depository of their ratification by at least three fourths of the parties
present at the third conference (Art. 17.5 BC). Together with Decision
II/12, the export ban has legally binding effect. The Technical Working
Group was instructed to give absolute priority to completing the work on
hazard characterization and the development of lists and technical guide-
lines in order to submit them for approval to the fourth conference of
the parties.

Phase Five (September 1995 to February 1998)

With Decision III/1, the Technical Working Group was requested to define
the scope of the formal amendment of the Basel Convention. Between
December 1995 and February 1998, the group developed two different
lists (A: hazardous waste, B: waste not covered by the Basel Convention)
as well as a procedure for a flexible adaptation of the lists to new scientific
evidence, which were proposed for adoption at the fourth conference
(UNEP/CHW.4/87: 11).

With the Directive 120/97/EEC of January 20, 1997 (OJ L 228 [1997]:
32), the EU implemented and ratified Decisions II/12 and III/1 of the
Basel Convention parties. The new Article 16 includes an export ban for
hazardous waste listed in Annex V (recycling, reuse, recovery). Exports
of these wastes were only allowed until December 31, 1997. In addition,
exports of hazardous wastes until the termination date are only permitted
to member states of the OECD, to contracting parties of the Basel Con-
vention, and to those countries with which the member states of the EU
had concluded bilateral or multilateral agreements.

In September 1996, the Izmir Protocol on the Prevention of Pollution
of the Mediterranean Sea by Transboundary Movements of Hazardous
Wastes and Their Disposal was adopted within the framework of the
Barcelona Convention (UNEP [OCA]/MED/IG.9/4). It included two bans.
First, all parties ban the export to developing countries and second all
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non-EU countries ban all imports of hazardous wastes (Art. 5). The term
developing countries was defined in Article 1 and included all countries
that are not member states of the OECD.9

Between September 1995 and February 1998, Decisions II/12 and III/1
were implemented in two additional regions. The implementation of
Decision III/1 by the EU had a tremendous effect, because already 15 of
the 25 member states of the OECD at this time had ratified the formal
amendment of the Basel Convention, but with the adoption of Decision
III/1, the contracting parties of the convention had created a precedent.
Only member states of Annex VII (member states of the OECD and EU,
Liechtenstein) were obliged to prohibit the export of hazardous waste in
non–Annex VII countries. Liechtenstein is not a member of the OECD or
the EU. The inclusion of Liechtenstein in Annex VII, therefore, provided
a mechanism by which other countries could apply for inclusion in Annex
VII. On this basis, Monaco (UNEP/CHW.4/8), Israel (UNEP/CHW.4/9), and
Slovenia (UNEP/CHW.4/CRP.1) proposed amendments of the Basel Con-
vention at the fourth conference with the aim of including their countries
in Annex VII.

The contracting parties decided at their fourth meeting to leave Annex
VII unchanged until the amendment contained in Decision III/1 enters
into force (UNEP/CHW.4/35: Decision IV/8). While the final decision on
Annex VII was postponed, the lists A (hazardous waste) and B (waste
not covered by the convention) that were developed by the Technical
Working Group were adopted without much conflict. Consequentially, the
Basel Convention was amended. With Decision IV/9, the lists A and B
were transformed into the new Annexes VIII and XI.

With that, the regulatory framework of the convention developed from
a framework to control transboundary movements of hazardous wastes
to a framework of prohibition of hazardous waste movements between
specified countries. In addition, the states knew precisely which hazardous
wastes were covered by the ban. Therefore, it can be assumed that the
majority of the contracting parties to the convention will increase efforts
to ratify the amendment (Decision III/1). As of September 2005, 58
contracting parties (including the EU) had ratified the ban amendment.

International Regimes and Sustainable 
Development—An Analysis
Since the Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements
of Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal was adopted, the global regime
has showed tremendous evolutionary development from a control regime
to an instrument to ban the export of hazardous waste from industrialized
countries to the less developed world. In other words, the goal of the
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regime changed from control to prohibition of transboundary movements
of hazardous wastes between specified countries (“change of a regime”).

A necessary precondition for the change of the Basel Convention was
the pressure created at the regional level through the adoption of the
hazardous waste import ban policy. Most of the developing countries were
confronted with a strong need for additional action, and this action made
a difference for them. Nationally or regionally adopted import bans
provided these states with some additional protection from Northern firms’
using them as dumping grounds for their hazardous waste. Or, in other
words, by additional national or regional action to the global regime, these
states achieved a better political outcome. Therefore, the policy innovation
of a complete import ban diffused horizontally from the ACP to the African,
then to the Central American, the South-East Pacific, the Black Sea, the
South Pacific, the South-East Asian, and to the Mediterranean group of
countries and can be explained by overlap of countries in different regional
agreements and the existence of mediators such as UNEP or Greenpeace.

The global Basel Convention, however, provided the legal basis for
developing countries to enforce the nationally and regionally adopted
import bans for hazardous wastes by stating contracting parties to the
convention are obliged to prohibit the export of hazardous wastes to the
parties that have prohibited their import (Art. 4). Through this regulation,
the adoption of additional policies at the regional level had an immediate
effect, because for contracting parties they became part of the global
regime (Multi-Regime-Regulation; Meinke, 2002). The Basel Convention
parties were in principal legally forced to accept the national or regional
import bans by other contracting parties of the convention, whether they
wanted to or not. It is clear the probability that the OECD countries would
accept a global hazardous waste export ban increased the more countries
had adopted the complete import ban policy and the more countries had
taken legal steps to halt hazardous waste imports.

With the amendment to the Basel Convention, the parties finally agreed
it is useless to deal with the environmental problem of hazardous waste
generation and trade without looking at poverty and international ine-
quality, as already requested in the report of the WCED (1990). They
finally had to recognize that transboundary movements of hazardous
wastes to developing countries have a high risk of not constituting
environmentally sound management as required by the convention. More-
over, the ban decision can be seen as an attempt to reestablish state
sovereignty for those developing countries that were—because of poverty,
corruption, lack of human capital, and unequal environmental stan-
dards—not able to protect their territories from importation of hazardous
waste. In addition, the Basel ban is a measure to move the problem of
hazardous waste back to its source: 90% of all hazardous wastes are



390 � Britta Meinke-Brandmaier

generated in the industrialized world, which now agreed to take respon-
sibility for their environmentally sound disposal instead of taking advan-
tage of lower environmental standards in developing countries and
shipping waste “out of sight, out of mind.” In the long run, this could
lead to price reality, which in consequence could create strong incentives
for entrepreneurs to avoid hazardous generation in the first place. By
moving the problem back to its source, incentives could be created for
companies to introduce measures of “clean production” into their gener-
ation processes.Endnotes

Notes
1. An international institution can be defined as “a persistent and connected

set of rules (formal and informal) that prescribe behavioral roles, constrain
activity, and shape expectations” (Keohane 1989, p. 3). Institutions “may
take the form of bureaucratic organizations, regimes (rule-structures that
do not necessarily have organizations attached), or conventions (informal
practices)” (Keohane, Haas, and Levy 1993, pp. 4–5).

2. Krasner originally distinguished between “change of a regime” and “change
within regimes” (Krasner 1982, pp. 187–188). Because both possibilities
were difficult to separate, regime analysts today refer to change of a regime
if changes occur in the substance of the manner of how actors regulate
an existing problem; change within a regime describes a situation in which
some of the norms and rules of the regime are changed by actors in a
given issue area (Meinke 2002, p. 48; Oberthür, 1997, p. 48).

3. See Reports of the Working Group Sessions: Preparatory Meeting
(UNEP/WG.180/3), first session (UNEP/WG.182/3), second session
(UNEP/WG.186/3), third session (UNEP/WG.189/3), fourth session
(UNEP/WG.190/4), and fifth session (UNEP/IG.80/4, Annex I).

4. In one of the most cited examples, a local farmer in Koko, Nigeria, rented
out his backyard for US$100 to an Italian waste trading firm. The firm
unloaded 8,000 leaking barrels with more than 2,000 tons of toxic waste,
which, while sitting in the hot sun, burst open and contaminated the land.
The farmer was told the barrels contained fertilizer, but in fact they
contained industrial waste laden with dangerous PCBs and asbestos fibers.
After several villagers had stolen the empty barrels for water storage and
subsequently become very ill, Nigeria forced Italy to take back the waste
(Clapp, 1994, p. 20; Grefe and Bernstorff, 1991, p. 11).

5. In order to deal with this particular problem, a provision was introduced
in which the commission was obliged to query all non-OECD countries
as to whether they wanted to import “green”-listed wastes. If these countries
did not respond within 6 months, the commission would provide the
council with appropriate proposals (Art. 17).

6. The list of categories of hazardous waste of the Central American Agree-
ment is similar to that of the Bamako Convention.
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7. For a detailed description of the negotiation process, see Puckett and
Fogel, 1994; Bernstorff, 1994; and Meinke, 2002.

8. Decisions do not have to be ratified to enter into force and are therefore
extremely useful for the establishment of measures that should enter into
force extremely quickly. They provide some politically and some arguably
legally binding power over states that did not oppose the decision in
question. Because Decision II/12 was adopted by consensus, one can say
that the decision was legally and politically binding for the contracting
parties to the convention at this time. Nevertheless, existing international
agreements such as the Basel Convention cannot be legally amended by
means of decisions.

9. However, for the provisions of the protocol, Monaco is obliged to fulfill
the same provisions as the member states of the OECD; that means the
export of hazardous wastes from Monaco to developing states is prohibited
and Monaco is allowed to import hazardous wastes from member states
of the EU.
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Introduction
In an essay titled “How States Sell Their Countries and Their People,”
Thomas Klak and Garth Myers (1998, pp. 88–90) argue that the govern-
ments of countries such as Grenada, Barbados, St. Lucia, Jamaica, and
Haiti, and many others in the Caribbean, are selling their countries and
people to foreign investors in nontraditional export sectors, specifically
through the establishment of export-processing zones (EPZs). The latter
are labor-intensive manufacturing centers involved in the import of raw
materials and the export of factory products. Such EPZs are believed to
“attract manufacturers seeking bargain-priced and compliant labor as a
cost-saving component of global commodity chains.” Consequently, this
leaves these countries and their citizens vulnerable to the demands of
foreign manufacturers, who “are often prepared to relocate if provoked
by social instability or by exogenous changes in trade policies or pro-
duction methods.”

Hence, Klak and Myers’s (1998, p. 88) essay “is less concerned with
the particularities of Caribbean countries that have led to their present
situation and more concerned with the remarkable elements of sameness
in their current development policies.” The authors further contend that
these policies are geared toward global investors to demonstrate that
countries not only are neoliberal converts, but offer greater advantages,
that is, cheaper labor, than the myriad others pursuing similar policies.
“This [contemporary] global homogenization of development policy,”
which dates from the debt crisis of the 1980s, is also concerned with the
homogenization of development policy, that is, the progressive develop-
ment of national states and cultures along the lines of the Western nations.
Klak and Myers (1998, p. 90) argue that such global homogenization
“emerged from a confluence of three exogenously controlled factors …
massive foreign exchange shortfalls in less developed countries, the search
by international investors for cost-saving components in manufacturing,
and the spread of neo-liberal ideas that encourage open economies,
foreign investment, and nontraditional exports.” Those factors pushed the
states to position themselves in the global economy.

Concretely, through the spread of neoliberal ideas, states are able to
develop along the lines of the Western world (continuing the development
project), and in that process, the adoption of neoliberal ideas is supposed
to reenergize the “massive foreign exchange shortfalls in less developed
countries” by enticing international investors, who are searching “for cost-
saving components in manufacturing.” It is further assumed that the wealth
resulting from the profits maximized from cheap labor cost, will trickle
down to the masses, who are interpellated into the global process as
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cheap laborers, whereby their earned wages from these investors will
increase their standard of living.

Whereas many sociologists of development understand this process,
“the global homogenization of development policy,” through the structural
(social) relations of ideological capitalism, which represents the continual
historical (Western, mostly United States–dominated) attempt to institu-
tionalize the world’s people (localize their behavior, social relations, as
agents of the Protestant ethic) into the world economy (globalization),
could this amount to the practice (capitalism) of bourgeois culture as
“enframed” by its structuring metaphysic, the Protestant ethic? One may
suggest that the globalization process represents global localization
(worldwide social integration into the metaphysics of bourgeois culture)
or homogenization, through the practice (capitalism) of the Western bour-
geois culture, as opposed to cultural heterogeneity within the capitalist
(global) world system as only a governing economic system.

In other words, it is not enough to look at globalization within the
framework of the global attempt to enlarge capitalist markets (through
technology, the globalization of capital, decline of the nation-state, uni-
versalization of consumerism, etc.) as the structure of the process (Arrighi,
1994; Bell, 1976; Giddens, 1990; Harvey, 1989; Jameson, 1991; Kellner,
2001; Sklair, 2001) within which heterogeneous groups operate. Instead,
social theorists must understand the globalization process within anthro-
pological notions to grasp better the nature (structural) of resistance
movements. This implies viewing globalization as the continual attempt
to interpellate the world’s masses into the relational logic, as “enframed”
by its rigidified structure, of Western culture, the Protestant ethic, and
resistance movements as ontologically grounded cultural structures, whose
values and meanings diametrically oppose it.1

Therefore, it is not the relational logic of capitalism that structures the
global movement. In fact, Max Weber (1958 [1904–1905]) demonstrated
that logic is itself enframed within the larger social context or structure
of signification of the Protestant ethic, but on the contrary, the practice
of capitalism is determined by the structural relations of Protestantism and
can only be negated by an opposing structuring ontology, not a denoue-
ment of its contradictory practices.

In other words, the Protestant ethic was understood as a set of
irrevocable cultural values or structural terms, that is, materialized meta-
phors beyond logical or empirical proof—rationality, hard work, systematic
use of time, and a strict asceticism with respect to worldly pleasures and
goods—that gave rise to the contemporary capitalist practices that consti-
tute modern societies and the existing configuration of power (i.e., social
relations) within which contemporary power elites attempt to homogenize
the world.
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This chapter’s position differs from both Marxist and non-Marxist
structural interpretations of the constitution of modern society in that my
analysis begins with the cultural conceptions that structured the practices
that gave rise to the society; the former schools rationalize the structural
terms from which they begin their analysis from the recursively organized
practices Weber attributed to the Protestant ethic. Finally, my position
assumes that it is only another irrevocable value system that can deter
the onslaught of the Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism, not reason
itself.

This chapter attempts to shed light on globalization and its necessary
outcome—the institutionalization of poverty throughout the Third
World—within the relational signs of the Protestant ethic, considering
Ferdinand De Saussure’s (1986 [1916]) analysis of the relational means by
which terms in a structure are delimited. The author further interprets the
impacts of globalization using the case of the Grenadian government,
which has adopted forcibly this way of life.

The Global Context
Since the rise of the European merchant class (around the 16th century)
as a global ruling class with their establishment of the American empire,
their structuring ontology—that is, Protestantism and its practice, capital-
ism—have been the basis for all social action (Polanyi, 2001 [1944]). As
no other structuring ontology has been able to displace it, it is no surprise
then to suggest that their contemporary progenies (the upper class of
owners and high-level executives in the “developed” parts of the world)
also prescribe the rules of conduct that are sanctioned for social behavior
in the world today (Arrighi, 1994; Bell, 1976; Giddens, 1990; Harvey, 1989;
Jameson, 1991; Kellner, 2001; Sklair, 2001).

Thus, the upper class of owners and high-level executives, based
predominantly in the corporate community of their most powerful home
base, the United States, represent today’s dominant class, whose various
distributive powers lead to a situation in which their policies determine
the “life chances” of not only local social actors but global ones as well
(Domhoff, 2002). That is to say, “the routinized ways of acting in the United
States follow from the rules and regulations needed by the corporate
community to continue to grow and make profits” (Domhoff, 2002, p. 181).
Globally, this action plays out through American-dominated institutions
such as the World Bank, World Trade Organization (WTO), and Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF), who prescribe fiscal, political, and social
policies to countries in search of aid for development that homogenize
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social practices in order to fit with the ethos of the corporate community
(Escobar, 1995; Nash, 2001).

Specifically, the IMF with the World Bank assume a de facto role of
banker to the world, determining conditions by which states can obtain
aid for development, that is, structural adjustment measures. These terms
and conditions, in turn, homogenize human practices along lines that
make it more viable for the practice of capitalism to take hold; that, from
my structural perspective, amounts to making global social actors agents
of the Protestant ethic working for the predestined (multinational corpo-
rations).

Many sociologists of development (McMicheal, 1996; Portes, 1997) have
labeled this contemporary global trend postdevelopmentalism or global-
ization under the auspices of neoliberalism, a replacement of the old
model of “state”-driven development policy (Keynesian economics). The
latter dominated the early half of the 20th-century world and was interested
in replicating the development pathways of developed countries. The
globalization project, as was its predecessor (developmentalism), is still
both an ideological force (i.e., a conceptualization of the world) and a
material force (i.e., real transnational movements of capital and commod-
ities). However, unlike developmentalism, the contemporary globalizing
project redefines development as participation in the world market rather
than development replication (technologically, economically, politically,
and culturally) along the lines of the Western world (McMicheal, 1996,
p. 279). That is, “alternatively, the globalization project seeks to stabilize
capitalism through global economic management—this time [as in its
colonial heydays] along the lines of [market] specialization, rather than
replication” (McMicheal, 1996, p. 279).

From a historical structural perspective, it could be argued that “market
specialization” neither negates nor inhibits the “replication” aims of agents
of the Protestant ethic. Instead, in the postdevelopmental or globalization
era, the homogenization of the plan for development becomes the con-
tinual aim of (foreign-trained) state bureaucrats operating through “ideo-
logical state apparatuses,” of the law, education, and so forth, in order to
determine their citizens as agents of the Protestant ethic, the structure of
relations that underscores the practice of capitalism (Althusser, 2001;
Mocombe, 2001).

In more empirical terms, this means that state governments, in signing
agreements such as the Marrakesh Accord, establishing the WTO, and
adopting the structural adjustment measures of the IMF and World Bank,
serve as conduits through which the major Western powers homogenize
the development policies as they force lesser-developed countries to adopt
policies that are favorable to their “way of life.” Thus, structural adjustment
programs (privatization of state public assets, slashed social budgets, cut
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wages) are conceived to attract foreign investments and, as such, could
serve as agents of the Western cultural ideology, that is, the Protestant
ethic, a global aim with local implications (global localization).

Ironically enough, these structuring policies, as a result of their practical
implications, appear to be value free (nonideological or cultural) and
equated with reality and existence as such, on the basis of reason and
rationality. In other words, all economic development aspects of neoliberal
policies (free trade, cut wages, liberalization, privatization, and export
expansion) are reasoned within the instrumental rational discourse (eco-
nomics) that appears to have no basis in ideological or cultural supposi-
tions. Indeed, proponents of the rational economic man contend that
“human beings” are by “nature” self-interested social actors, who are only
out to satisfy their economic wants and needs (Inkeles, 1959, 1960, 1969).
Accordingly, Klak and Myers (1998, p. 5) see that “from this perspective
globalization serves as a tool for investors to extract concessions from
states, and for investors and states to extract concessions from workers
and other citizens,” a perspective that views social actors as rationally
calculating self-interested agents, who make decisions based on their freely
determined self-interest, as opposed to structurally determined and
negated ones.

Along the same lines, the current structural adjustment measures and
neoliberal policies that force global agents to organize recursively are a
result of a structuring ideology that determines “market practices” in a
particular way (capitalism). Simply looking at the practice of capitalism
as both structure and practice of relations through which social actors
rationally and recursively organize may appear to be exploitative and
oppressive, particularly when rational individuals of the corporate com-
munity calculate how best to maximize their self-interest through the
utilization of other rational individuals.

Yet, the Caribbean nations that are exploited and oppressed in such a
social relation “buy into it,” in spite of its exploitative and oppressive
overtone (Klak and Myers, 1998). One would assume that if all are rational
and attempt to maximize their self-interests, countries that find themselves
exploited within the globalizing process would remove themselves from
such a relation. But that has not been the case, as the Caribbean highlights;
instead, all nations, despite the threat of capitalist practices to their onto-
logical security, appear to be adopting similar patterns of development.

Paradoxically, globalization is understood through this structure of
relations, that is, the synchronicity that determines and negates the prac-
tices of capitalism. Concretely, globalization must be understood not just
through its practice of capitalism, but in terms of the ideological (cultural)
structure (the Protestant ethic) that gives rise to these practices and makes
them appear to be natural and immutable; for, as the irrational behavior
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of states who remain within the exploitative relation of global capitalism,
I am arguing here, highlights, it is not reason or rationality that makes
capitalism appear to be natural and immutable, and therefore acceptable.
(For the most part, the masses in the structure of relations do not
understand the scientific discourse that justifies the “observable” rational
nature of humans. When they do, they brush it of f as opinionated
statements, for from the masses’ viewpoint, “man” cannot completely
understand God’s will.) On the contrary, it is the metaphysical underpin-
ning of the Protestant ethic with its rigidified precepts and concepts that
Protestant social actors of the 16th century and since institutionalized and
implemented into the material world that are beyond the scope of reason
or human understanding. These precepts and concepts appear to represent
the unchangeable nature of reality and existence, and as such to be outside
humanity’s grasp. This is the determining and negating factor.

Consequently, capitalist social practices are the rational means for living
out these concepts, which presuppose social action. Thus, in order to
understand the nature of things, in terms of capitalist practices, one must
begin the analysis with Protestant precepts and concepts, not as structu-
rationist Marxists and non-Marxists view the practices of the capitalist
structure, as the habitus of individuals, an “embodied history, internalized
as a second nature and so forgotten as history” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 56).
Social actors are instead self-reflective and consciously recursively organize
themselves by the “ungroundable premises and unobservable substances”
of the Protestant ethic. In this understanding, it is easy to account for
agency within the globalization process, that is, structural movements and
counter movements (cultural and metaphysical); that is, the aim of agents
of one cultural structure (agents of the Protestant ethic) to condition all
“other” structures within their ethos. Several anthropologists (Escobar,
1995; Nash, 2001) attempt to make sense of the contemporary nature of
things (e.g., Why would nations adopt policies that exploit and oppress
their workers and citizens?) by beginning their investigations precisely
from this position. Could the WTO and other UN institutions (IMF, World
Bank, etc.) represent cultural and structural institutions bent on homoge-
nizing and normalizing human action toward a unified end, that is, agents
who determine their own fate through diligent work? World systems theory
or other Marxist and non-Marxist structural positions that view both the
structure and practice of globalization as resulting from “rational” capital-
ism cannot accurately demonstrate, if all are rationally calculating agents,
why certain social groups, communities, and so on, despite their best
interest to do otherwise, adhere to the external rules and practices of
global capitalism and others do not.

My argument here, in keeping with the anthropological position, is
that the latter groups recursively organize their material practices by a
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structuring ontology with “ungroundable premises and unobservable sub-
stances” that diametrically oppose the structuring ontology of the Protes-
tant ethic, whereas the former groups are already integrated into its ethos,
which makes the adoption of neoliberal practical policies compatible with
their ideals, which necessarily foster and integrate an acceptable under-
standing of poverty based on the structuring ontology of the Protestant
ethic.

The Structure of Bourgeois or Capitalist Culture
The Protestant ethic, as Max Weber (1958 [1904–1905]) points out, repre-
sents what was understood (cultural conditions), that is, the set of values
or structural terms—rationality, hard work, systematic use of time, and a
strict asceticism with respect to worldly pleasures and goods—to give rise
to the contemporary capitalist practices that constitute modern societies
and by association the (ideological) mechanical solidarity we call American
capitalist society and the existing configuration of power (i.e., social
relations), within which agents of this worldview attempt to interpellate
global social actors. This position differs from both Marxist and non-Marxist
structural interpretations of the constitution of modern and American
society in that my analysis begins with the cultural conceptions that
structured the practices that gave rise to the society, whereas the former
schools rationalize the structural terms from which they begin their analysis
from the recursively organized practices Weber attributed to the Protestant
ethic. These two viewpoints, as my structurationist (i.e., the conflation of
structure, practice, and consciousness) approach implies, are inextricably
linked (see Figure 18.1).

Weber defines a capitalistic economic action

as one which rests on the expectation of profit by the utilization
of opportunities for exchange, that is on (formally) peaceful
chances of profit. Acquisition by force (formally and actually)
follows its own particular laws, and it is not expedient, however
little one can forbid this, to place it in the same category with
action which is, in the last analysis, oriented to profits from
exchange. Where capitalist acquisition is rationally pursued, the
corresponding action is adjusted to calculations in terms of
capital. This means that the action is adapted to a systematic
utilization of goods or personal services as means of acquisition
in such a way that, at the close of a business period, the balance
of the enterprise in money assets (or, in the case of a continuous
enterprise, the periodically estimated money value of assets)
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exceeds the capital, i.e., the estimated value of the material
means of production used for acquisition in exchange. (Weber,
1958 [1904–1905], pp. 17–18)

Although this relationship appears paradoxical because Protestant
beliefs did not embrace the idea of economic gain for its own sake, clearly
this is an essential (and novel) component of capitalism. Weber’s argument
is that although capitalism had existed elsewhere in elementary form, it
had not developed on anything like the scale seen in modern Europe. Its
emergence was a result of the relatively wide endorsement of the idea of
accumulating capital as a duty or end in itself. This, in itself, is an irrational
attitude: There is no rational reason why we should choose work against
either leisure or consumption.

For Weber, religion provides the key to understanding this peculiarly
modern orientation to everyday life, because religion entails a choice of
ultimate values that cannot be justified on rational grounds. Once we have
chosen such a value, however, we can pursue it by rational means: It
makes sense to talk of rational and irrational ways of realizing an ultimate
value. Weber’s argument is that the rational pursuit of the ultimate values

Figure 18.1 Diagram representing the structure of bourgeois culture. Capitalist
interpretations (Marxist, postmodernist, world system, and dependency theory)
view the synchronic axis (horizontal line) as resulting from the practices of the
diachronic axis (the vertical line). Specifically, the economic subjugation running
along line A1 derives from the abstract laws of institutional regulators (movement
of line B), which rigidify (i.e., reify) into the horizontal axis and are exported
throughout the global (globalization).

Institutional Regulators
(societies’ educational/ideological apparatuses)

Power Elites (master/colonizer) 

A1 

B 

Individual Actors (slaves/colonized) 

Societies’ Semiotic Field
(The Bible and Constitution)
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of the ascetic Protestantism characteristic of 16th- and 17th-century Europe
led people to engage in disciplined work, and that disciplined and rational
organization of work as a duty is the characteristic feature of modern
capitalism—its unique ethos or spirit.

The crucial link to Protestantism is through the latter’s notion of the
calling of the faithful to fulfill their duty to God in the methodical conduct
of their everyday lives. This theme is common to the beliefs of the Calvinist
and neo-Calvinist churches of the Reformation. Predestination is also an
important belief, but because humans cannot know who is saved (the
elect) and who is damned, it creates a deep inner loneliness in the believer.
In order therefore to create assurance of salvation, which is itself a sure
sign (or proof) of election, diligence in one’s calling (hard work, systematic
use of time, and a strict asceticism with respect to worldly pleasures and
goods) is highly recommended—so-called this-worldly asceticism. In gen-
eral terms, however, the most important contribution of Protestantism to
capitalism was the spirit of rationalization that it encouraged. The rela-
tionship between the two is deemed by Weber to be one of elective
affinity (Marshall, 1998, pp. 534–535).

That affinity gave rise to the economic organization of modern society
(Polanyi, 2001 [1944]), as the ideals (rationally calculating individuals
attempting to prove their predestination, which was reflected in their
economic gains) of Protestantism were rationalized into the world; that
is, means (purposive–formal–rational action, i.e., the lived world) were
established to facilitate the ends (substantive rationality) of Protestantism:
economic gain for its own sake as a sign of one’s election in a particular
“calling,” which “embedded” social or cultural relations in the economic
system:

Economic production is organized in a capitalist manner, with
rationally calculating entrepreneurs [the predestined prosper];
public administration is organized in a bureaucratic manner,
with juristically trained, specialized officials—that is, they are
organized in the form of private enterprises and public bureau-
cracies. The relevant means for carrying out their tasks are
concentrated in the hands of owners and leaders; membership
in these organizations is made independent of ascriptive prop-
erties [today, maybe, but not the case for this type of society’s
early formation]. By these means, organizations gain a high
degree of internal flexibility and external autonomy. In virtue
of their efficiency, the organizational forms of the capitalist
economy and the modern state administration establish them-
selves in other action systems to such an extent that modern
societies fit the picture of “a society of organizations,” even
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from the standpoint of lay members. (Habermas, 1987 [1981],
p. 306) 

Hence, in this Durkheimian, that is, mechanical, understanding of the
origins and organizational basis, that is, structure, of modern American
society, “the cultural struggle for distinction is intricately connected to the
economic distribution of material goods, which it both legitimates and
reproduces” (Gartman, 2002, p. 257).

Weber’s explanation refers in the first instance not to the estab-
lishment of the labor markets that turned abstract labor power
into an expense in business calculations, but to the “spirit of
capitalism,” that is, to the mentality characteristic of the purpo-
sive-rational economic action of the early capitalist entrepre-
neurs. Whereas Marx took the mode of production [i.e., the
practice of Protestantism—economic gain for its own sake] to
be the phenomenon in need of explanation, and investigated
capital accumulation as the new mechanism of system integra-
tion, Weber’s view of the problem turns the investigation in
another direction. For him the explanans is the conversion of
the economy and state administration over to purposive–rational
action orientations; the changes fall in the domain of forms of
social integration. At the same time, this new form of social
integration made it possible to institutionalize the money mech-
anism, and thereby new mechanisms of system integration.
(Habermas, 1987 [1981], p. 313) 

Although “Marx starts from problems of system integration [an under-
standing of the practices, i.e., formal economic rationality, of Protestant-
ism], Weber from problems of social integration,” these two analytic levels
should not be kept separate, for the “predestined” (white Protestant males)
by developing, and maintaining the control of, the capitalist market
economy and state (organization of a material resource framework along
the agential moments of the Protestant ethic, that is, the new mechanisms
of system integration) reified their practical consciousness, which they
rationalized with reality and existence as such, in institutions operating
through materialized metaphors beyond logical or empirical proof, on
ungroundable premises, on nonobservable substances, to direct (mechan-
ically and systemically) the agential moments (i.e., colonization of the
lived world) of social actors for the sole purpose of accumulating economic
gain (Marx’s “ideological superstructure”), which became the aim of all
those interpellated into the order of things, that is, the “social relations
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of production” (put differently, the spirit of capitalism, is the praxis—dis-
cursive practice—of the discourse of Protestantism).

Capitalist (Marxist and non-Marxist) interpretations of this symbolic
social order (i.e., the semiotic field in the Figure 18.1) view its attempt to
spread globally, that is, globalization, as a result of the inexorable rules
of the social relations of production—horizontal axis in Figure 18.1—as
determining social action (movement along the vertical axis). That is, it
could be argued that social action (movement along the vertical axis)
within globalization results from the rational abstract laws of capitalist
economics, which sees human society and individuals as rational economic
persons. While arguing about the Protestant ethic, along the horizontal
axis, that is, the ideals of the Protestant ethic inexorable and natural laws
and recursively organized through the spirit of capitalism (movement along
the vertical axis), one may realize that it is not rationality (i.e., the rationally
arrived at rules of economics) that governs the structure of relations and
its attempt to interpellate the world’s people, that is, globalization. In other
words, the capitalist symbolic social order is maintained and reproduced
not as a result of empirical observable forces (i.e., natural laws) that
determine human action and interaction. On the contrary, the symbolic
order and its recursively organized practices are a result of the practical
consciousness of social actors who seek to exercise the Protestant ethic
in the material world by institutionalizing the norms, values, proscriptions,
and prescriptions by which all social actors must organize and reproduce
their being in the world.

Global localization, therefore, falls in line with the structural logic of
Ferdinand De Saussure (1986 [1916], p. 80), which posits that the syn-
chronic axis (Protestantism) gives rise to the diachronic (i.e., historical)
practice—vertical axis—capitalism, and globalization represents the means
of localizing or structuring the global setting within the structure, or the
discourse of Protestantism, through capitalist practices. So in essence,
Protestantism is the reason for capitalist practices, and the latter does not
change the former; that is why there is room for a “clash of civilizations,”
that is, a clash of “structuring structures,” as the only means of deterring
globalization.

Although both positions speak to the idea of reifying thought and are
inextricably linked, the two approaches, in terms of methodology, dia-
metrically oppose one another. The capitalist understanding argues for
the social construction of reality, based on human instrumental rationality
(i.e., the real is rational and the rational real), which would mean that
the capitalist practices are objectionable if they violate and oppress
constituted rational subjects.2 The Protestant approach, on the other hand,
suggests that the practices of capitalism are natural and immutable, based
on an enframing ontology that stands outside the grasp of human
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instrumental rationality; that is why its constituted members would be
compelled to live out, and have others live out, these practices regardless
of their oppressive nature.

Essentially, the argument here is that to understand the phenomenon
of globalization simply through the capitalist approach is inconclusive
and must be approached through the Protestant ethic, for the former
assumes and has its metaphysical grounding in the latter, not instrumental
rationality. In other words, the structure of market capitalism and the
global economy are not determined and negated by the contradictory
relations inherent in capitalist practices. On the contrary, as Weber points
out, it is the structuring ontology of the Protestant ethic, which in the
Heideggerian (1971) sense of the word enframes all Western practices,
that is determining.

The understanding of capitalism as determining structure and practice
is the result of a theoretical error of the social sciences. That is, the
grounding of the social sciences in Newtonian methodology—which
emphasizes the empirical extrapolation, by a detached observer, of immu-
table laws of human nature—fails to account for the structure that makes
human action observable (Chomsky, 1959). Capitalism, from this perspec-
tive, is the observable practice, and the structuring laws of capitalism
become what are observed. But how can this be, if these laws, which are
observed in “nature,” must in turn be “taught” to human actors? There is
an underlying contradiction within this nomothetic approach that suggests
other forms of human action because the capitalist one must be taught.
Could rationality suggest a capitalist behavior that further implies that
capitalist rationality structures, in the Kantian sense, what is observed?

My argument answers this question in the affirmative and, therefore,
argues that rationality begins with structural premises, which are ontolog-
ical and by logical definition cultural. Rationality, in this sense, simply
attempts to structure or transform these premises into the material world,
whereby experience (human praxis) is no longer that of social actors
encountering the material world but of their following rules of conduct,
which are sanctioned in line with presupposed premises.

Accordingly, the argument here is that the cultural premises of capi-
talism are that of the Protestant ethic, and all thoughts within that struc-
turing system are a result of the organization of its structuring ontology.
That is why the contradictions of capitalist practices will not destroy the
system—they are instead actions that can be remedied to avert destruction.
The destruction of capitalist practices is contingent on clashes with alter-
native systems enframed in an irrevocable ontology (i.e., Islam, Catholi-
cism, ecological crisis, etc.) that diametrically opposes that of the Protestant
type (Huntington, 1996).
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The Protestant Ethic as Bourgeois Culture
Whereas most sociologists of development view globalization within the
structure of relations of capitalist ideology, my Weberian approach posits
that globalization represents the attempt by agents of the Protestant ethic
to homogenize the globe into their Protestant ideology. In other words,
individualism, free trade, labor, democracy, market organization, commod-
ity production, bureaucratic organization, and so on, promoted by the
WTO, World Bank, UN, and others, are the praxis of the Protestant ethic,
which translates into economic gain (accumulation of goods, wealth) for
its own sake through organized (bureaucracy), lawless (free from human
intervention), calculating (rationality), and economic competition (labor).

From a global standpoint, this means that countries subscribing to
neoliberal policies are in essence adopting cultural reforms that will
eventually transmogrify their cultural identity via the cultural praxis of
Western Protestantism, that is, market capitalism.3 In other words, the
countries led by calculating (foreign-trained) state bureaucrats will begin
to establish the most viable markets (which will interpellate their people
or citizens as individuated calculating laborers in need of work for eco-
nomic gain). The success of the established markets and the people will
be reflected in their economic gain, which rests on the viability of these
markets in competition, a matter of chance (predestination), and calculat-
ing rationality. When the viable markets usurp the infant market (for
example, the banana industry of Grenada), such usurpation is the price
of competition and the success of the more calculating competitor. Hence,
it is up to each individual nation-state to make sure that the markets it
opts for offer the best chance for economic gain.

From this perspective, poverty and its institution (class differentiation
or stratification) are acceptable and necessary elements of the order of
things, because the relational cultural–structural sign of the Protestant ethic
is success through economic gain for its own sake. Because one never
knows whether he or she is predestined or not (reason does not account
for chance or predestination), economic gain—that is, wealth, lack thereof,
or continuous work to the grave for wealth—is a necessary by-product
of the Protestant cultural ideology.

Thus, working through poverty for economic gain for its own sake as
a sign of success is a necessary part of adopting neoliberal policy enframed
by the Protestant ethic. That is, when countries agree to adopt neoliberal
economic policies (free trade, Intellectual Property Rights Agreement,
governmentless competition, etc.), they agree to allow market competi-
tion—which may lead to the failure of individuals and markets—to be
the determining factor in the organization of cultural praxis. Therefore,
countries that sell their people through EPZs, for example, are simply



The Institutionalization of Poverty in the Third World � 409

attempting to find the most viable ways to obtain economic gain (by
attracting foreign investment) in order to rid themselves of poverty by
becoming as successful as are those who have made it, that is, those who
have obtained economic gain for its own sake through calculating ratio-
nality and hard work (the United States and Western Europe).

But this is problematic, for these countries are already poor; that would
mean that by adopting the neoliberal policies that force countries to
structure their masses in a manner that allows for market competition,
liberalization, and so on, their poverty is exacerbated and becomes a
necessary (institutional) aspect of their national projects. Basically, the
structure of globalization through its practice, market capitalism, not only
makes poverty acceptable, but also necessary: The poor will get poorer
and the rich will get richer (Klak, 1998).

The Grenadian Context
The case of Grenada in today’s “global-localizing” process will serve as
an example of the aforementioned theoretical points. One of the nine
member states of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM), Grenada gained
its independence from Britain in 1979. Five years after their independence,
in a bloodless coup spearheaded by Maurice Bishop, the New Jewel
Movement in Grenada attempted to reconstitute their society, which was
for so long part of the British colonial heritage.

The socialist program of the Peoples Revolutionary Government
(PRG) was optimistic as well as idealistic. Several objectives
were framed to thoroughly redevelop the island’s economy: (1)
construct the Point Salines International Airport to handle wide-
bodies jets and invest in the infrastructure necessary for a
restructured, locally owned tourism industry; (2) encourage
growth of a mixed economy with three major institutional
bases—state, cooperative, and private—with the state playing
the leading role; (3) improve the standard of living through a
comprehensive program aimed at upgrading social services and
ensuring basic needs; and (4) diversifying overseas trade and
diversifying the portfolio of foreign aid and assistance, partic-
ularly courting assistance and linkages with CMEA countries,
including Cuba, and improving South-South cooperation. (Con-
way, 1998, p. 38)4 

These objectives (in terms of points 2, 3, and 4), enframed within a
Marxist political ideology, on the surface, appeared diametrically to oppose
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the Protestant colonial heritage that Great Britain institutionalized on the
island. The socialist doctrine of the PRG was to institutionalize economic
equality as opposed to the continued class stratification.

Thus, structured more along the lines of Catholicism and feudalism,
Grenada’s planned revolution appeared to undermine the structural ontol-
ogy of the American empire, the progeny of Britain. Bishop’s rhetoric was
answered by the U.S. State Department with great displeasure. Whereas
Bishop’s principled stances were championed by the U.S. Congressional
Black Caucus, the Republican administration was not amused. This led to
a social revolution that lasted four years. Strife within the PRG culminated
in a military coup and the assassination of Maurice Bishop and followers,
thus providing an opportunity for the U.S. military and the Reagan admin-
istration to coordinate the invasion and occupation of that Windward
“Spice Isle.” Grenada was gradually admitted back into the fold, the airport
was finished, tourist facilities were opened to foreign finance, and the
national economy was to be open, export oriented, and dominated by
foreign capital (39).

For the most part, the outcome of an “open economy” has led to
global localization, the interpellation of social actors as agents of the
Protestant ethic. When the PRG led by Maurice Bishop had overthrown
the conservative regime of Eric Gairy, exports of agriculture and agricul-
ture-based products contributed 80% or more of total domestic merchan-
dise exports (Hickling-Hudson, 1988, p. 10). After the invasion in 1983,
the openness of the national economy, which was then agriculturally
dominated, made it susceptible to competition from larger and more global
agribusinesses that drove the local markets out of business, in particular,
the banana industry.

The U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) provided
more than $120 million in economic assistance from 1984 to 1993. Today,
the U.S. economic assistance is channeled primarily through multilateral
agencies such as the World Bank—in sectors that could eventually advance
to the stage of generating new exports that would generate growth for
the Grenadian economy, that is, tourism and other “service industries in
which the need for technical expertise is high and which could be diffused
through the rest of the economy, either by the formation of joint ventures
or through strategic alliances between local firms and foreign-owned
enterprises setting up business in the country” (Rampersad et al., 1997,
p. 210). The citizens were trained to work diligently in these industries,
for economic gain for its own sake.

In keeping with the imposition of the neoliberal practices, Grenada
in 1993 was among the participants of the Uruguay Round of Multilateral
Trade Negotiations (MTNs), which acceded to the provisions of the WTO
(free trade, cut wages, privatization, austerity measures, and export
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expansion). According to the Grenada minister of finance, the medium-
term goal of signing this pact “is to re-position the Grenadian economy
as a more diversified, competitive and knowledge-based economy, thereby
ensuring that the quality of life of all its citizens is permanently enhanced”
(Boatswain, 2000). This, he continues, will be done through “sustained
robust growth”: “heightened activity in the construction and telecommu-
nications sector; the sustained growth of the tourism sector; the continued
expansion of the international services sector; and the resurgence of the
agricultural sector.”

In short, Grenada will attempt to specialize and to have its citizens
work diligently in particular markets for economic gain. Moreover, fiscal
reforms are expected, such as cutting government spending to 3% of GDP
over the period 2000–2002, and liberalizing trade. Thus, robust growth
and trade liberalization would lead to “poverty eradication and reduced
unemployment,” which are inextricably linked. Grenada’s specialized sec-
tors (tourism and service industries and agriculture) will essentially be
targeted to create more jobs, thereby reducing poverty and enhancing the
quality of life of all its citizens.

In 1998, the Grenada minister of finance remarked that “Grenada was
ranked 52nd in the world with a medium human development status.
Grenada has recorded improvements in most of the social indicators,
including infant mortality, life expectancy and literacy. At the peak of the
structural adjustment program in 1994, unemployment was 26.7%. At the
end of 1999, our national rate of unemployment was 12.5%.” “Notwith-
standing these achievements,” he continues, “the 1999 country poverty
assessment for Grenada found that 32.1% of the persons surveyed fell
below the poverty line, and 12.9% were identified as indigent.” So he
states, the aim of the government of Grenada, in light of these improve-
ments and continual poverty, is to continue to work diligently toward
economic gain, that is, expanding the aforementioned specialized sectors,
for its own sake for the masses (interpellate them as workers after
economic gain) so that poverty is eradicated, that is, “our citizens º share
in the benefits of growth” (Boatswain, 2000).

Essentially, these statements, enframed or reinterpreted within the
linguistic structure of my methodological approach, underscore the obvi-
ous fact of Dr. Boatswain’s statements: that the poor must work diligently
through their poverty (poverty is institutionalized), and that work will
eventually lead to economic gain and the eradication of their poverty.
This seems paradoxical, as market growth, that is, job creation, the
underlying aim of globalizing agreements such as the MTN, appears simply
to attempt to institutionalize poverty through low-wage work, not eradicate
it, given the need by the predestined (multinational corporations) to
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provide cost-saving jobs to the damned (poor) in order to maintain their
piety (success as signified through economic gain for its own sake).

Conclusion
So what is it about self and society in the globalization era that compels
states and their bureaucrats to buy into the idea that economic gain for
its own sake, through work for those predestined by the grace of God,
is the key to poverty eradication? In my view it is not enough to argue
that the power of the globalizing nations, and their attempt to protect
their economic way of life by any means necessary (world system
approach), is the driving force behind the acceptance. This does not
explain the particular acceptance of this worldview by those in particular
situations despite the fact that in many instances this economic way of
life is detrimental to a sense of development intended to eradicate poverty.

In order to understand the former point, it is necessary to look at the
reasons that make this worldview compelling, that is, the metaphysical
grounding—cultural structure—(Protestantism) of the spirit of capitalism;
that is, the metaphysical or cultural structure of capitalism, Protestantism,
makes it appear to be natural and immutable. That being the case (from
the heydays of colonialism to today’s globalization movement), its agents
(social actors determined and negated by this structure) have been attempt-
ing to effect the ever-increasing encroachment of this reality on other
realities throughout the globe. This process is done through the institu-
tionalization of laws and ideas that govern the practices, that is, the spirit
of capitalism, of the Protestant ethic. Hence whereas the Europeans, as
Max Weber suggests, went from ideology to practice, the movement for
other peoples of the world has been from practice to ideology. That is,
by adopting the practices of the spirit of capitalism, a secular and rapacious
version of the Protestant ideology becomes the governance of social
actions in other realities (localization).

This characteristic of the globalizing process speaks to the illusion of
reifying thought—“the idea,” as Habermas observes, “that the differentia-
tion of an objective world means totally excluding the social and the
subjective worlds from the domains of rationally motivated agreement”
(1984 [1981], p. 73). In this sense, “the worldview … does not permit
differentiation between the world of existing states of affairs, valid norms
and expressible subjective experiences. The linguistic worldview is reified
as the world order and cannot be seen as an interpretive system open to
criticism” (Habermas, 1984 [1981], p. 71). And this is where the world
system approach, among all other sociological approaches, finds its
viability. “The pursuit of national ‘competitiveness’ within an increasingly
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bound global economy [i.e., reified structuring objective worldview] is
consonant with the world-system approach and places this perspective in
a theoretically privileged position to analyze current trends” (Portes, 1997,
p. 354). Yet, “the postulate of a single universal unit of analysis is a major
weakness since the level at which most development problems, dilemmas,
and decisions take place is the intermediate one of nations and commu-
nities seeking to cope with the constraints of their particular situations”
(p. 354). That means essentially that the perspective’s Durkheimian
“mechanical solidarity” approach cannot account for the ideological, that
is, cultural and structural, resistance that anthropologists such as June
Nash suggest serves as antisystemic movements. It must rely instead on
the structural practices of capitalism, which are a result of “rationally
motivated” abstract agreements, as determining and negating factors.

Hence, by refusing to budge from the level of capitalist structural
motivations, world system theorists remain outside the understanding of
what constitutes the nature of resistance to its contradictions, for clearly
class struggle is not the basis. What needs to occur, as I have attempted
to do here, is to view globalization and its politics of development within
the anthropological notion of culture: that is, to understand globalization,
as Arturo Escobar (1995) attempts to do, within the cultural structure
(discourse, metaphysics, etc.) that structures its practice—capitalism—and
its attempted homogenization of other (institutionalized) ontologies of
human behavior through containment, that is, containing other discourses,
cultural structures, metaphysics, and so on, through the practice of its
own. Let it be known that world system theorists are correct to see this
homogenization process as the underlying trend of the modern period.
But their perspective fails to account for, or determine the nature of, the
resistance faced by this worldview; instead the focus is on the contradic-
tions of self-interests that the world system fosters. I believe the “true”
resistances taking place around the globe, that is, the Zapatista movement,
Islamic fundamentalism, ecological crisis, and liberation theology coming
out of the Catholic Church, are ontological in nature, thereby hitting at
the heart of “the spirit of capitalism,” that is, the Protestant ethic, whereas
world system posits the end of historical capitalism in its structural crisis,
in a “clash of civilizations,” a clash of structuring structures.

In other words, social change is not a result of the historical exhaustion
of contradictory practices of a structure. On the contrary, social change
is a result of the replacement of one structuring structure by another as
a result of their encounter. In light of the fact that almost all social actors
(globally, with the encroachment of capitalism into the Muslim world)
have been interpellated into the structure of Protestantism via its practice,
capitalism, it appears that the ecological crisis stands alone as the last
remaining antisystemic structural ontology. Be that as it may, the aim of
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humanity should be the homogenization of the world so that all are the
same one world political entity tackling the problem of sustainable devel-
opment. As it stands now, the poor have to remain poor in order to deter
the ecological crisis humanity is facing. This is unjust and immoral, for it
implies, in keeping with the logic of the structure humanity finds itself
in, that a few are worthy at the expense of the less worthy. Therefore,
insomuch as I detest bourgeois culture for exactly this reasoning, I none-
theless, support all of humanity’s aim to protest participation in it, given
its attempt to usurp all of the material world’s resources for its own
aim—mainly economic gain for its own sake. If not the ecological crisis,
surely this push for participation will bring about the fall of a pernicious
worldview that by its very logic is destructive and exploitative.

Notes
1. This paradigmatic shift I am attempting is done in order to demonstrate

the historicity of structuralism.
2. The Frankfurt school, especially Herbert Marcuse (1964), saw that the

positivism of the Enlightenment project gave rise to the illusion of reifying
thought; that is, science and its results became a new sort of metaphysics
that “enframed” social practices; economics has rationalized market capi-
talism, which therefore represents the nature of reality and existence as
such. I do not completely accept that argument, for it is my assumption
that reason has not demystified the world, but on the contrary, has reasoned
the myths into “reality” (practical reason). Thus, capitalism is the “reality”
of the myth of Protestantism, its “enframing” ontology. I do not accept the
Weberian understanding that the ever-increasing rationalization of the
world necessarily leads to its demystification; on the contrary, for me,
rationality only finds means for reaching the ends of an enframing ontology. 

3. The loss of meaning characterizing the global setting, which is proposed
by advocates of a postmodern break in history (Harvey, 1989; Jameson,
1991), for me represents precisely this move of transplanting practice,
postindustrialism or consumerism, without its structural grounding. 

4. CMEA is the “Council for Mutual Economic Assistance: former trading
alliance among state socialist countries, including the Soviet Union, its
allies, and Cuba; also abbreviated COMECON” (Klak, 1998, p. xiii).
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Introduction
The purpose of development, in strictly economic terms, is the capacity
of a national economy to generate and sustain an annual increase in its
gross national product (GNP). A common alternative economic index of
development has been the use of rates of growth of income per capita
or per capita GNP to consider the ability of a nation to expand its output
at a rate faster than the growth of its population (Todaro, 1996). Economic
development theorists of the 1950s and early 1960s viewed the process
of development as a series of successive stages of economic growth. The
economic theory of development primarily focused on the right quantity
and mixture of savings, investment, and foreign financial and technical
assistance. The latter constituted all that was necessary to enable poor
countries to become developed.

Because of their failure to take into account individual and contextual
factors, the simplistic “one size fits all” development approaches never
worked. Sorting out what is generalizable and what is situation-specific,
identifying cause and effect linkages, and devising appropriate action
strategies have been challenging tasks for development scholars. As a
result, the state of the art in both the theory and the practice of imple-
menting development policy in both North and South is still deficient
(Brinkerhoff, 1996; Mudacumura, 2001). It is difficult to extract from the
literature a coherent framework applicable to the task of meeting specific
goals in particular settings probably because of the perceptions and
experiences of practitioners, which have not been sufficiently explored
and systematically related to the analytical literature (Boeninger, 1992).

This chapter looks at the development literature, exploring the chal-
lenges of implementing sustainable development policies in both devel-
oped and developing countries. Translating policy reforms and program
intentions into results that ultimately produce benefits and better lives for
citizens is the major concern shared by developing countries. In this
context, Brinkerhoff (1996) highlights the importance of bridging the
language and terminology gap between those who focus on the technical
content of policy (theorists) and those who are involved with the imple-
mentation of policies and programs (practitioners). Bridging this gap is
crucial for it may allow development of both wider and better under-
standing of implementation factors and the process linking policy goals
to outcomes. Overlooking this point may lead to weak implementation,
which hurts large numbers of people, particularly the poor living in
countries struggling to promote better opportunities for growth and devel-
opment (Brinkerhoff, 1996).

Policy makers and public managers face the challenge of sustaining
policy reforms beyond the launch phase so that those policy changes,
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whose benefits rarely appear in the short term, can bear fruit. Public
officials charged with implementation policy reforms face changes in their
roles, severe institutional constraints, new interaction patterns with other
public agencies and civil society, and pressure to show results. This chapter
reviews the fragmented nonlinear nature of the policy process and elab-
orates on policy implementation in a multiorganizational context with no
single entity in charge. The focus is on the crucial interactions of devel-
opment organizations committed to various forms of social change and
development leading to strong sustainable communities. The multiorgani-
zational approach to policy implementation relies on the relationships
among all the intervening organizations.

Scholars interested in developing countries have not taken advantage
of the rich insights of interorganizational approaches to examine the
implementation and development policy outcomes. The chapter alludes
to issues of managing external relationships and interdependencies while
ensuring that basic operating tasks are accomplished (Kiggundu, 1996).
The concepts of strategic management that are useful and appropriate for
improving implementation performance, are briefly discussed.

Recent experiences with a number of “wicked” policy problems have
begun to suggest the viability, if not the necessity, of collaborative citi-
zen–expert inquiry in solving a specific category of contemporary policy
problems (Fischer, 1993). Current research on development policy imple-
mentation highlights the need for strong local leadership, competent local
development institutions, and broad-based public and private sector par-
ticipation (Brown and Covey, 1987; Gittell, 1990). The last part of the
chapter discusses briefly a participatory research method that recognizes
the relevance of local people’s expertise in the implementation of sus-
tainable development policies.

Before delving into the challenges of implementing sustainable devel-
opment policies, some comments on the growth paradigm that was
recommended as the panacea for problems of development are provided.
The author also alludes to the human-centered development approach
that many international development agencies have embraced

Overview of the Growth Paradigm
Researchers from the British Social Sciences Research Council (SSRC) asked
carefully selected samples of 1,500 respondents three times in a period
of 5 years the following question: There has been a lot of discussion
about the quality of life recently; what do you think are the important
things that make it up? The findings revealed that nonmaterial factors such
as a good home life and a contented outlook were rated as important by
more people than material factors such as the quantity of consumer goods.
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Of the replies that can be put into one category or the other, 71% were
about factors that have little or nothing to do with cash (Douthwaite,
1993). How do these findings fit with the prescribed economic growth
paradigm, which underscores increasing production and consumption,
with the intent of improving societal welfare?

Although Daly (1996) claimed that the economic growth paradigm has
enriched the few, impoverished the many, and endangered the planet,
Douthwaite (1993) argued that growth destroys jobs because its process
depends on the introduction of labor-saving technology. Erroneously
assuming that what works in developed countries should also work in
developing countries and underestimating people’s cultures are some of
the main reasons for the ineffectiveness of the economic growth paradigm
in less developed countries. Indeed, looking back over the years, Soed-
jatmoko (1985) underlined that in their preoccupation with growth and
its stages and with the provisions of capital and skills, development
theorists have paid insufficient attention to institutional and structural
problems and the power of historical, cultural, and religious forces in the
development process.

Similarly, early development theorists viewed development as an eco-
nomic phenomenon in which rapid gains in overall and per capita GNP
growth would “trickle down” to the masses (Todaro, 1996). During that
period, development economists were giving secondary importance to
problems of poverty, unemployment, and income distribution. Owens
(1987) captured this concern when arguing how development has been
treated as if it were nothing more than an exercise in applied economics,
unrelated to political ideas, forms of government, and the role of people
in society. Integrating the political and economic theory could lead to
consideration of not just ways in which societies can become more
productive but the quality of these societies, which are supposed to
become more productive—the development of people rather than the
development of things.

The proponents of limited economic growth emphasized that the
growth paradigm, even if it was beneficial at one stage in human history,
is downright damaging, and further attempts to push for more economic
growth would produce much more harm than any benefits the expansion
might bring (Douthwaite, 1993). The international community is becoming
aware of the detrimental effects of an economic growth paradigm that
might have broadened the gap between the rich and the poor. As Dwivedi
(1994) put it, the golden age of the 1950s turned into the age of pessimism
and disillusion by the 1980s. Nevertheless, the worldwide awareness
displayed at the Earth Summit in 1992 demonstrated that no one group
of nations could keep “progressing” while the majority remained hungry
and poor.
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Although developed countries’ resources and knowledge are required
to bring about remarkable development changes in developing countries,
sustainable development will materialize only when people experiencing
the socioeconomic hardships are actively involved in the design and
implementation of policies that directly affect them. This idea implies
ascertaining means and ways of building local capacity, an approach that
many development agencies have embraced to enable local people to be
active participants in the development of their communities.

Human-Centered Development
Most multilateral (World Bank, the United Nations Development Program
[UNDP]) development agencies have realigned their development ap-
proaches to underscore the relevance of putting people at the center of
all aspects of the development process. Such approaches are premised
on the need to create a conducive environment for people, individually
and collectively, to develop their full potential and to have a reasonable
chance of leading productive and creative lives in accord with their needs
and interests (Mudacumura, 2002).

According to the UNDP (1990), human development is conceived as
both the process of widening people’s choices and the level of their
achieved well-being. The most critical ones are to lead a long and healthy
life, to be educated, and to enjoy a decent standard of living. Additional
choices include political freedom, guaranteed human rights, and self-
respect.

The concept of human-centered development partly derived from the
Brundtland Commission Report (1987) and partly from work done by
many nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) over the past 30 years
(Mudacumura, 2004b). Both sources place people at the center of devel-
opment, advocate protection of life opportunities for current and future
generations, and emphasize the respect for natural systems on which life
depends. Growth in national production (gross domestic product [GDP])
is absolutely necessary to meet all essential human objectives, but studying
how this growth translates or fails to translate into human development
in various societies is very important, particularly in regions with high
concentration of poverty.

Emphasizing the importance of putting people first, Schumacher (1977)
reiterated the primacy of shifting the focus from goods to people. Drawing
his lesson from historical records, Schumacher (1977) highlighted that real
development does not start with goods; it starts with people and their
education, organization, and discipline. Without these three, all resources
remain latent, untapped potential. Similarly, the UNDP acknowledges that
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people are the primary assets, the real wealth of any nation. Aristotle also
prioritized human development when warning against judging societies
merely by such characteristics as income and wealth sought not for
themselves but desired means to other objectives. He differentiated a good
political arrangement from a bad one in terms of its successes and failures
in facilitating people’s ability to lead flourishing lives.

Along the same line, sociologists agree that people are the instruments
and beneficiaries, as well as the victims of all development activities. Their
active involvement in the development process is the key to success.
Actually, putting people first in policies and investment programs for
promotion of development, or for assistance in spontaneous development,
is not a radical but a realistic call (Cernea, 1993).

The preceding discussions highlighted the current development phi-
losophy, which recognizes economic growth as a means to achieve
sustainable human development ends rather than an end in itself. But for
development to be sustainable, there is a need to go beyond the logic of
economics and to integrate other key development dimensions (Mudacu-
mura, 2002). The critical role of people in implementing sustainable
development policies cannot be overemphasized. The UNDP’s broad-
ranging human resource development strategy prepares people for pro-
ductive participation in social and economic life. Civil society plays impor-
tant roles in providing services and opportunities for development and in
influencing government policies (UNDP, 1997). The following sections
focus on the process of translating policy into results that ultimately
improve the quality of life for citizens.

Policy Implementation: Content versus Process
The majority of the developing countries are confronted with the issue of
successfully pursuing long-term reforms in democratizing environments;
that involves not only knowing what direction to move in but also paying
attention to how to get there, recognizing that policy implementation is
as much process as it is content. The first generation of development
scholars primarily focused on policy content, downplaying the process side.

The policy implementation process is at least as political as technical
and is complex and highly interactive. Besides technical analysis, it calls
for consensus building, participation of key stakeholders, conflict resolu-
tion, compromise, contingency planning, and adaptation (Brinkerhoff,
1996). Related to both the technical and process aspects of implementation,
the concept of participation is a major issue in implementing development
policy that will be sustained over a long period.

Looking at the policy content, local input is indispensable for designing
and carrying out policies that work. Despite its critical importance, scholars



Implementing Sustainable Development Policies � 425

have not fully explored the conceptual definition of participation and its
various levels in the context of implementing development policies. Jacob
(1994) remarked that if increasing the level of participation is a critical
objective for sustaining development, then a set of general criteria to guide
the development of techniques for cross-national comparisons of levels
of participation should be developed. An operational definition of partic-
ipation within sustainable development would be a step toward meeting
all of these requirements.

On the process side, participation is central to the state–society realign-
ments associated with democratization and good governance. There is a
growing international consensus that sound governance is essential in
achieving sustainable development. Here, governance is defined as the
exercise of political, economic, and administrative authority to manage a
nation’s affairs. It is the complex mechanisms, processes, relationships,
and institutions through which citizens and groups articulate their interests,
exercise their rights and obligations, and mediate their differences (UNDP,
1997). The notions of what constitutes good governance vary a great deal.
Current literature on the role of the state does not contain a clearly defined
and well thought through framework that identifies the elements that
should be included in a comprehensive theory of governance.

Thus, the challenge facing all societies is to create a system of gover-
nance that promotes, supports, and sustains human involvement in the
implementation of development policies. The UNDP and the United States
Agency for International Development (USAID) have been at the forefront
pushing for effective democratic forms of governance that prioritize active
participation of all development stakeholders. These agencies have
stressed that capacity building for effective and sound governance should
be the primary means of alleviating poverty. In this context, the UNDP
(1994) contends that the goal of governance initiatives should be to
develop capacities needed to realize development that gives priority to
the poor, advances women, sustains the environment, and creates needed
opportunities for employment and other livelihoods.

Similarly, Drabek (1987) and Paul and Israel (1991) argue that inter-
national development agencies should concentrate their efforts on orga-
nizing and empowering poor populations. Emphasizing the importance
of the participation of the poor in rural development, Nindi (1993) views
cost reductions, greater efficiency, greater profits, job enrichment, happi-
ness, solidarity, and community development as the main objectives of
people’s participation.

The USAID recently clarified the aim of all its programs: to build local
capacity, to enhance participation, and to encourage accountability, trans-
parency, decentralization, and empowerment of communities and individ-
uals (Sholes and Covey, 1996). Most development scholars consider
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strengthening civil society and structuring the relationships between states
and civil society as sine qua non conditions for effective implementation
of development policies in developing countries (Bava, 2004; Mudacumura,
2001; Nel, 2004). In fact, governance transcends the state to include civil
society organizations and the private sector, because all three are involved
in most activities promoting sustainable development. The three must
work synergistically, complementing each other’s efforts in the implemen-
tation of sustainable development policies.

To improve development policy implementation while searching for
an adequate approach for donors to assist developing countries in man-
aging the implementation of reforms, the USAID initiated an applied
research and technical assistance project in 1990. The Implementing Policy
Change (IPC) Project undertook studies that concentrated on the imple-
mentation and management side of policy reform in more than 30 devel-
oping countries. In its second 5-year phase, which began in 1995, the
IPC’s unifying theme was the application of a strategic perspective, and
associated toolkit, to policy reforms with the ultimate goal of building
capacity for strategic policy management. The 10 years of applied research
is a gold mine of a longitudinal data set that may be used to build more
relevant comprehensive frameworks or models necessary to make sense
of the existing implementation theories and knowledge.

Policy beneficiaries must take ownership both of the policy to be
implemented and of any capacity-building efforts intended to enhance
implementation. Unless concerned development stakeholders or groups
of development organizations manifest the willingness to pursue the policy
reform, externally initiated change efforts whether at the local, national,
or international levels are likely to fail (Chambers, 1997; Mudacumura,
2001). Indigenous leadership, composed of dedicated policy champions,
is a prerequisite for sustainable policy implementation. In fact, Crosby
(1996) considers policy legitimation, constituency building, resource accu-
mulation, organization design and modification, mobilization of resources
and actions, and monitoring of the impact as critical tasks in policy
implementation. Constituency building creates and mobilizes positive
stakeholders in favor of the new policy; once constituency members have
a stake in the change, they will be more likely to mobilize to defend their
interests in the change. The proposed policy must have the support of
key stakeholders to assure that the change can take place (Crosby, 1996).

Strategizing the Implementation
Kiggundu (1996) contends that the management of organizations in de-
veloping countries is characterized by reactive response to crises and
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firefighting behavior. This reactive stance can be reduced if managers and
policy makers incorporate the concepts and techniques of strategic man-
agement into their implementation toolkits. Unfortunately, the actual prac-
tice of strategic management is very limited among public sector and
NGOs often used as implementing agencies for development projects
(Crosby, 1991; Land, 1995).

From a conceptual standpoint, strategic management consists of a set
of leadership and managerial tasks that create the organization’s charter
or mission to give it the image of its unique wholeness, legitimizing that
image; formulating strategies for effective achievement of the mission;
communicating the organization’s mission, management philosophy, and
values; and managing the external environment to take advantage of
emerging opportunities and to defend the organization against potential
threats while providing leadership to other members of the organization
(Kiggundu, 1989).

Thus, strategic management’s systemic and integrated perspective could
provide a framework to help development organizations to move beyond
internal problems and pay more attention to external relationships and
interdependencies, specifically considering stakeholders’ concerns and the
external environment’s features. Focusing on the latter emphasizes the
fact that sustainable organizational performance results from an ongoing
process of adjustment to external factors and stakeholders over time
(Crosby, 1992). It is commonly argued that managers in developing
countries often shy away from the challenges of strategic management
because of the complexities and uncertainties characterizing the environ-
ment in which they work, and because conventional strategic planning
tools such as forecasting are often inadequate in reducing uncertainty and
complexity to manageable levels. Austin and Kohn (1990) attribute this
uncertainty to the overall quality of governance in these countries, and
the dominant and often inconsistent role of government.

Implementing sustainable development policies is, however, a complex
undertaking involving broad partnerships of organizations. Capacity to
deal with that complexity can be enhanced by applying the tools and
techniques of strategic management that incorporates an integrated man-
agerial approach blending an outward-looking focus, forward-thinking
leadership, stakeholder orientation, network building, and participatory
decision making (Kiggundu, 1996; Mudacumura, 2001, 2004a).

Moreover, effective policy change often requires difficult changes in
stakeholder coalitions, shifts in the structures and rules of implementing
agencies, and new patterns of interactions. Interorganizational cooperation
can generate information, mobilize resources, and produce solutions to
problems that are intractable to the parties working alone (Wood and
Gray, 1991). Adapting an interorganizational relations approach may make
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a difference in the implementation of sustainable development policies.
In fact, Mandell (1988) suggested focusing the implementation research
on the understanding of the relationships among intergovernmental actors
with a concern for the problem of managing these relationships, and de
Haven-Smith and Van Horn (1984) viewed the major thrust of an imple-
mentation framework constructed with interorganizational concepts as to
explain conflict and its attendant consequences.

Such a framework would make sense when policy coordination is the
central concern of implementation analysis. In fact, Hanf and Scharpf
(1978) noted that policy implementation is influenced by a very complex
web of relationships among the various actors of the different levels of
government, and Dillion and Quinn (1980) emphasized the imperative
call for coordinating the numerous policy stakeholders.

Interorganizational Relations

The view of implementation as an interorganizational concern is defined
as macroimplementation that emphasizes the influence and power exer-
cised by implementation actors in the policy environment. Espousing the
concepts of intra- and interorganization suggests that no single theory of
organizational model is likely fully to capture the complexity of develop-
ment policy implementation. Development policy scholars are turning to
an interorganizational framework, focusing on the fact that both the
formulation and implementation of development policy increasingly
involve different governmental levels and agencies, as well as interactions
between public authorities and private organizations (Hanf and Scharpf,
1978; Mudacumura, 2001, 2002).

In light of the complexity of development policies, the increasing call
for coordination underscores the imperative need for diverse development
organizations to join the effort while implementing sustainable develop-
ment policies. As Hanf and Scharpf (1978) remarked, efforts to deal with
problems of coordination and integration in pluralistic decision systems
will not be successful unless the cooperative undertakings through which
coordination is sought are firmly rooted in the agreement and consent of
those to be coordinated. This will occur only if the interorganizational
framework focuses on comparative and relational properties of an inter-
action network (Mudacumura, 2001). The network, in this context, consists
of organizational units that are interdependent in the sense that the ability
of individual units to achieve their own objectives will depend not only
on their own choices but also on those of others (Chisholm, 1998).

Several scholars agree about the difficulty of assessing the organiza-
tional interdependency. For instance, Pfeffer and Salancik (quoted in
Menzel, 1987) maintain that interdependence is the reason why nothing
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turns out exactly the way one wants it to, and looking at the interorga-
nization perspective, Menzel (1987) contends that implementation out-
comes are often unpredictable and largely the result of give and take
among organizations pursuing independent goals. This idea fits with
Berman’s (1978) view that preordained outcomes are neither automatic
nor assured, and implementation is more like a disorderly learning process
than a predictable procedure. Similarly, Bardach (1977) argues that policy
implementation is much like an assembly process: putting together pieces
from different sources, with perhaps rather different objectives than those
originally intended, and then reshaping those pieces into a mechanism
capable of eventually producing the required results.

Currently, there is little agreement among policy scholars on a theory
of interorganizational implementation (Goggin et al., 1990; O’Toole, 1995),
and the research conducted has been heavily inductive (Mazmanian and
Sabatier, 1983). The cases of deductive approaches have focused on single
organizations or those characterized by a top-down compliance orientation
(Chubb quoted in O’Toole, 1995).

Focusing on innovations, O’Toole (1997) highlights converting good
ideas into steady, reliable streams of public action as what has been largely
missing in the complex issue of policy implementation. Considering inno-
vative programs as patterns of activities to achieve a new goal or improve
on the pursuit of an established one, successful innovation requires
thinking through and solving puzzles regarding implementation. Because
much implementation develops in and through networks of interdepen-
dent actors, empirical scholarship has demonstrated that substantial chal-
lenges await those seeking to manage the effort and that significant
implementation performance gaps can be found (O’Toole, 1997).

Furthermore, in light of the implementation patterns that are composed
of many clusters of organizations or parts of organizations, assuming that
formal authority drives all the participation or that all the actors are
voluntarily motivated is not realistic (Hjern and Porter, 1981). Ultimately,
this requires development organization managers to broaden their horizon
and maintain close contacts with each other in the larger environment.
Rather than dealing with the activities of any single organization or
individual, managers must deal with the patterns of interactions within an
entire set of organizations (Chisholm, 1998; Knoke and Kuklunski, 1982;
Mudacumura, 2001). The challenging task is for development managers
to maximize the chances of reaching the goals of both the individual
organization and the network as a whole.

This latter view is consistent with institution building and strengthening
of civil society, the dominant themes advocated by most international
development agencies. According to Brown (1991), the development
process involves building social institutions, in the sense of structures,
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customs, rules, and values, that enable all the people of a society to
improve their quality of life in ways that are sustainable and just. Studies
of grassroots development activity reveal strong relationships between the
presence of local organizations and economic and social improvements
(Esman, 1978; Morss et al., 1976). Creating and adapting institutions to fit
evolving social demands are the greatest challenges in most of the less
developed countries. Gray (1989) observed that linkages among diverse
institutions allow organizations to deal with interdependence and turbu-
lence associated with social and technical change.

Similarly, Levine and White’s (1961) empirical study of interorganiza-
tional relationships pointed out three related factors that determine the
interdependence of organizations: (1) the accessibility of each organization
to necessary elements from outside the system, (2) the objectives of the
organization and particular functions to which it allocates the elements it
controls, and (3) the degree to which consensus exists among the various
organizations. The underlying assumptions of the study were that all the
essential elements needed by organizations are limited. Otherwise, if they
were in infinite supply, there would be, in theory, little need for organi-
zational interaction and for subscription to cooperation as an ideal. Con-
sequently, under the conditions of scarcity, interorganizational exchanges
are essential to implement effectively sustainable development policies,
particularly when one takes into account the complexities surrounding
development issues.

Facing a future of increasing complexity, Trist (1983) suggested trying
self-regulation within interdependence and coined the concept of inter-
organizational domains, which are concerned with field-related organi-
zational populations. He argued that an organizational population becomes
field related when it engages with a set of problems, or societal problem
area, that constitutes a domain of common concern for its members. Thus,
interdependence in contemporary environment renders traditional policy
implementation models dysfunctional. Complex societal problems require
interorganizational collaboration to deal with them effectively.

Patterns of hierarchical and authoritarian decision making, typical in
the administrative systems of most developing countries, are associated
with institutional arrangements that encourage defection, distrust, exploi-
tation, disorder, and stagnation (Brown, 1994). These patterns foster a
competitive environment, which is not conducive to collaborative efforts
in development policy implementation. A variety of new institutional
arrangements for cooperative problem solving among development orga-
nizations have been created during the last two decades to work on
problems of community development (Chisholm, 1997; Weisebord, 1992).

For instance, Putnam’s (1992) work in a democratic society revealed
patterns of decision making characterized by high levels of cooperation,
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trust, reciprocity, civic engagement, and collective well-being. Instead of
competing, citizens cooperate and make collegial decisions with each
other. Collegial decision making fosters strong civil societies, the latter a
prerequisite for strong governments (Bratton, 1989; Esman and Uphoff,
1984; Putnam, 1992). Failure to build democratic and pluralistic systems
in which citizens do not feel compelled to cooperate not only compromises
the likelihood of implementing sustainable development policies but also
could jeopardize the potential for poor countries to increase their stock
of social capital. The latter includes informal associations, institutions that
support cooperative action, and norms of tolerance and trust.

The Italian experience suggests that social capital is rooted in hundreds
of years of civic association and organization (Putman, 1992). The analysis
of developing countries’ experience with alliances proved that organiza-
tions work together even if they have long histories of conflict and power
struggles. As opposed to hundreds of years of civic association and
organization in Europe, Brown (1994) noted that African alliances have
developed the institutional arrangements and attitudes associated with
higher levels of social capital in relatively short period of time. Did these
African alliances result from a straight application of Western interorgani-
zational relations theories? What are the key determinants of such alliances?

Oliver (1990) identified six critical contingencies of relationship forma-
tion recognized as generalizable determinants of interorganizational rela-
tionships across organizations, settings, and linkages: necessity, asymmetry,
reciprocity, efficiency, stability, and legitimacy. The theory and research
that have addressed the tentative predictions of interorganizational rela-
tionships assumed that organizations consciously enter into relations for
specific reasons within the constraints of a variety of conditions that limit
or influence their choices.

Furthermore, Oliver (1990) argues that mandates from higher authorities
may provide the impetus for interorganizational relations that otherwise
might not have occurred voluntarily. Do these relationships last longer?
Are they conducive to cooperation among organizations mandated to link?
Research on developing countries’ alliances is still in the initial stage and
has not fully explored these questions. Although preliminary findings reveal
some variant of interorganizational relations, such as interagency cooper-
ation or coordination as a potential strategy for improving institutional
performance (Honadle and Cooper, 1989; Rondinelli, 1983), it was observed
that interorganizational relations can have high costs in staff time spent in
meetings and dealing with paperwork (Chambers, 1983). He concluded
that with maximal coordination, staff time would be completely taken up
in meetings and arrangements and the output would be nil.

Bearing in mind that bureaucratic and interagency rivalry is common-
place in developing countries, the cost of maintaining interorganizational
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linkages can also be seen in terms of the power individual agencies give
up in the process. The resource dependence model of interorganizational
relations postulates that organizations will be powerful relative to others
to the extent that they control resources needed by others and can reduce
their dependence on others (Provan et al., 1980). On the other hand,
some evidence suggests that the effect of interorganizational relations on
organizational effectiveness is positive (Njoh, 1997). Similarly, Warren
(1967) conceptualized the interorganizational relations in terms of coop-
eration and coordination through resource exchange and provided evi-
dence demonstrating that such relations are positively related to
organizational effectiveness. Molnar and Rogers (1982) restricted the con-
cept of organizational environment to organizations with which a given
agency must interact in order to fulfill its goals and found evidence similar
to Warren’s.

Using different concepts and reaching the same conclusion is an
indication of the inconclusiveness surrounding the relationships between
interorganizational relations and organizational effectiveness. Looking at
the policy implementation in light of these opposing views, Njoh’s (1997)
empirical study in a Sub-Saharan African country provides strong evidence
that development organizations that interact frequently with others in the
same policy domain are likely to be more effective than those that either
interact infrequently or do not interact at all. This finding may motivate
development administrators to emphasize the interorganizational relations
among development organizations, which closely work with different
policy actors in the implementation of sustainable development policies.

The policy actors range from international development agencies sup-
plying the necessary financial and technical resources to rural grassroots
organizations composed of dedicated peasants eager to participate actively
in the formulation and implementation of the policies geared at improving
their socioeconomic well-being. But to what extent do current policy
implementation models best suit the needs of the resource-supplying
agencies and policy recipients? Do these models foster an ongoing learning
process that allows development policy stakeholders to deal effectively
with the implementation problems encountered? These questions deserve
particular attention and are discussed next.

Policy Implementation Models
Williams (1971) defined policy implementation as an inquiry seeking to
determine whether an organization can join men and material in a
cohesive organizational unit and motivate them in such a way as to carry
out the organization’s stated objectives. Crosby (1996) and other policy
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implementation scholars view implementation as not necessarily a coher-
ent, continuous process; instead, it is frequently fragmented and inter-
rupted. With the evolution of the implementation research, two major
schools of thought developed: top-down and bottom-up. A quick review
of the implementation literature highlights the extent to which the pro-
ponents of the two schools of thought embraced divergent orientations
in their analysis of policy implementation; contradictory conceptual defi-
nitions and implementation recommendations resulted. To produce knowl-
edge that leads to a body of generalizable principles, Matland (1995)
recommends converging the two perspectives, tying the macrolevel vari-
ables of the top-down models to the microlevel variables of bottom-up
models.

Considering the implementation research from the global perspective
with the intent of building a universal body of knowledge, policy scholars
across the nations may achieve more by learning from each other and
adapting or adjusting the conceptual frameworks to their specific research
environments. Although Berman (1978) views the emerging field of imple-
mentation analysis as lacking a conceptual framework for conducting
generalizable research on what goes wrong with social policy and, more
importantly, on how to improve policy performance, Menzel (1987) sees
the implementation research as robust with ideas intended to explain why
policies fail or succeed. Unfortunately, neither a dominant person nor a
single theoretical framework has emerged so far (Williams, 1980), and
cumulative research is as scarce in implementation analysis as it is in other
disciplines of social sciences (Hjern, 1982). The following section outlines
some of the implementation models discussed in the literature.

Blueprint Model

The blueprint model consists of following a set of prescribed steps
beginning with problem specification and concluding with postproject
evaluation. The major characteristic of this model is the designed-in-
advance solution to the identified problem. The devised plan typically
specifies objectives, target to be reached, outputs to be produced, a
predetermined time frame, the level of resources required, and an imple-
mentation timetable that constitute a blueprint subject to minimal changes.
For instance, the majority of international development agencies could be
criticized for presenting “ready-made” solutions that are not adapted to
individual country circumstances. Concretely, critics argue that the World
Bank is reluctant to consider alternatives to the models and solutions that
it outlines in policy advice and documentation (World Bank, 2003). Giving
priority to structure and control and minimizing adjustments during imple-
mentation do not necessarily lead to desired outputs. One may wonder
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why the proponents of this model assume that the suggested solution
would not be susceptible to major adjustments during the implementation
phase and that policy beneficiaries may not call for radical policy changes.

Developing countries’ policy makers and resource-supplying agencies
should realize that failure to produce outputs as planned frequently begins
a vicious cycle of tighter controls, followed by more pressure for results
and greater degrees of failure (Leonard, 1987). Furthermore, the designed-
in-advance solution may be irrelevant by the time of implementation. Let
us illustrate this point with the following scenario.

T (–1) Æ T (0) Æ T (1) Æ T (2) Æ T (3)

For illustration purposes, T (–1) represents the starting point in time
when people experience a specific problem. At T (0), the problem is
identified and called to the attention of policy makers. A policy is formu-
lated at T (1), implemented at T (2), and ideally evaluated at T (3). In both
developed and developing countries, several months or years may elapse
between problem identification and policy implementation. Considering
the lag between problem identification and policy implementation, it
would be less ingenious to assume that the design-in-advance solution at
T (1) is still appropriate to solve the original problem that existed before
T (–1). Furthermore, recalling the dynamic nature and the complexity of
societal problems, the design-in-advance solution may most likely be
irrelevant by the time of the policy implementation. This critical issue is
often overlooked in the discourse of sustainable development policy
implementation.

There is a need to build a feedback mechanism that can inform policy
makers and policy implementers whether the suggested policy and the
implementation approaches effectively take care of the identified problem.
Such a feedback mechanism may lead to a clear understanding of the
policy process, thus allowing researchers to devise sound and pragmatic
implementation models.

Process Model

Contrary to the blueprint model, the process model starts with the assump-
tion that not enough is known in the preimplementation stage. The
cornerstone of this model is its flexibility to merge design and implemen-
tation throughout the life of the project, allowing modification and adap-
tation as knowledge about the specific environment is acquired. Each
design iteration represents an experimental solution, to be tested and then
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redesigned on the basis of accumulated learning in the face of the uncer-
tainty and complexity that characterize sustained socioeconomic develop-
ment (Brinkerhoff, 1996).

The process model falls in line with the organization development
(OD) approach, which, instead of identifying ideal solutions a priori, assists
policy implementers in iteratively developing second or third best solutions
that all major policy actors can agree on over the life of the reform.
Concretely, the OD emphasizes a collective problem-solving approach,
which builds strategic planning and management capacity along with
technical skills, key aspects of human resource development that contrib-
ute to sustainable human development (White, 1990). Conceived to
develop new and creative organizational solutions and the organization’s
self-renewing capacity, the OD process underscores the need for commu-
nity members to work collaboratively with policy implementers, thus
bringing about the desired societal changes.

Top-Down Model

The proponents of the top-down model see implementation as concern
with the degree to which the actions of policy implementers and target
groups coincide with the goals specified in the policy decision (Mazmanian
and Sabatier, 1983). Defining implementation as the carrying out of the
policy decision usually embodied in a statute, top-downers consider
centrally located actors as most relevant to producing the desired effects
(Matland, 1995). The question, however, becomes how these actors
achieve the expected outcomes from unclear and ambiguous policy.
Another critical remark relates to the policy beneficiaries, whose role in
the policy implementation is rarely acknowledged. Could focusing prima-
rily on those aspects of the policy implementation process controllable
by centrally located actors who adopt policies or mandates yield successful
implementation results?

In their quest to develop generalizable policy advice, top-downers who
tend to study relatively clear policies have concentrated their efforts in
identifying the variables that can be manipulated at the central level
(Matland, 1995). Developing a comprehensive set of recognizable patterns
in behavior across different policy areas is not only a challenging task,
but also a less likely endeavor when one recalls the timeliness and
specificity of development problems. Overlooking this requirement and
intentionally paying less attention to politicoadministrative realities of the
policy process may make any further solutions or advice less relevant.

Despite the top-downers’ recommendations to make policy goals clear
and consistent, to limit the extent of change necessary, and to place
implementation responsibility in an agency sympathetic with the policy’s
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goal (Mazmanian and Sabatier, 1983), changing the policy makers’
ingrained behavior of being ambiguous while enacting policies is beyond
policy researchers’ control. In fact, Matland (1995) remarked that attempt-
ing to insulate inherently political subject matter from politics could lead
to policy failure. Top-downers are also criticized for failing to consider
the views of the target population and the service deliverers, whose
knowledge and expertise of the true problems is indisputable (Chambers,
1997; Stiglitz, 1998).

Bottom-Up Model

Contrary to top-downers, who place more emphasis on the centrally
located actors, bottom-uppers argue that a more realistic understanding
of implementation can be gained by looking at a policy from the view
of the target population and the service deliverers (Berman, 1978; Hjern
and Porter, 1981). Specifically, centrally located actors devise a government
program at the macroimplementation level while local organizations
(microimplementation level) react to the macrolevel plans, develop their
own programs, and implement them (Berman, 1978). Considering that
contextual factors within the implementing environment often dominate
the rules embodied in the policy decision, local level implementers must
customize the policy to local conditions to minimize the risks of failures.

Similarly, it is worth recalling that the people directly affected by
development problems should be the key stakeholders in policy imple-
mentation processes. Focusing on local actors, Hjern (1982) mapped a
network that identifies the relevant implementation structure for a specific
policy at the local, regional, and national levels. Among other findings,
he noted that program success depends in large part on the skills of
individuals in the local implementation structure who can adopt policy to
local conditions.

Backward and Forward Mapping

Recognizing the urgent need to reconcile the merits of the top-down and
bottom-up frameworks, Elmore (1982) devised the backward and forward
mapping approach. Forward mapping consists of stating precise policy
objectives, elaborating detailed means–ends schemes, and specifying
explicit outcome criteria by which to judge policy at each stage; backward
mapping consists of stating precisely the behavior to be changed at the
lowest level, describing a set of operations that can ensure the change,
and repeating the procedure upward by steps until the central level is
reached (Elmore, 1982).
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Conceived to provide policy designers with possibilities to choose
policy instruments on the basis of the incentive structure of target groups,
Matland (1995) sees the main advantage of the backward and forward
mapping approach as allowing policy designers to incorporate microim-
plementers’ and target groups’ views in planning any implementation
strategy. Symbolic implementation characterized by high policy ambiguity
and conflict offers the opportunity to restructure the way resolutions are
developed, with the high level of ambiguity allowing the outcomes results
to vary across sites. In this particular stance, the local coalitional strength
determines the outcomes, and the policy course is determined by the
coalition of actors at the local level who control the available resources
(Matland, 1995).

Successful implementation of any policy requires implementers to seek
support beyond their own organizations. The advocates of the models
discussed—top-down, bottom-up, backward and forward mapping—do
not approach implementation from the multiactor implementation per-
spective. They basically follow the linear type of reasoning, overlooking
the impacts that other organizations in the surrounding environment might
have on the process and the outcomes. O’Toole (1997) reiterates the
relevance of focusing on analytical and practical questions regarding policy
implementation in multiorganizational settings that consist of dense policy
spaces; complicated, often cross-cutting public problems; and political
systems in which power and often authority are shared among several
units.

Dealing effectively with development policy implementation challenges
requires multidisciplinary researchers to gear their thinking toward a
grounded development policy implementation approach that bridges the
positivist and postpositivist theoretical tenets. While the positivists’ advo-
cacy of pursuing a clearly defined objective implied little contribution
from the recipient, underestimating the citizens’ points of view is the root
cause of the poor implementation of development policies.

It is worth recalling that early development economists reinforced the
separation between expert and client by predicating their policy recom-
mendations on objective economic relationships pursued by rational
actors, requiring little knowledge of the policy beneficiaries and the
political climate in which public policy makers operate. Banfield (1980)
referred to this economic policy analysis as a form of “metaphysical
madness” predicated on the dangerous delusion that the policy scientist
can supplant the politician. This metaphysical madness is grounded in
pseudosophisticated methods that treat what are fundamentally political
problems as technical puzzles. To bridge the gulf between policy experts
and policy beneficiaries, recent research has focused on the participatory
approach, discussed next.
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Participatory Approach
Given the fact that none can claim to understand with certainty the
intricacies of development policy implementation processes, reducing the
distance between policy experts and citizens may allow development
scholars to be understood as concerned members of the broader commu-
nity (Mudacumura, 2001). Dryzek (1989) further charges that most policy
knowledge in any number of fields is in the exclusive hands of experts,
superseding and, hence, undermining the democratic ethos.

Emerging experiences are beginning to suggest that participatory
research may hold the key to solving specific categories of societal
problems. It should be emphasized that social scientists have attempted
to advance a collaborative inquiry as a response to the crisis of professions
and its practical manifestations (Fisher, 1993). Such collaborative inquiry,
rather than providing technical answers designed to resolve or close off
political discussion, has the task of empowering citizens, allowing them
to examine their own interests and to make their own decision (Hirsch-
horn, 1979).

Empowerment is here conceived as a process by which individuals
gain mastery or control over their own lives and democratic participation
in the life of their community (Zimmerman and Rappaport, 1988). The
President’s Council on Sustainable Development (PCSD, 1997) claimed that
true participation means giving people the opportunity to take part in the
initial phases of planning, not just the ratifying decisions that have been
made, or commenting on plans that have been drafted; Zimmerman and
Rappaport’s research highlights that the individual experience of empow-
erment includes a combination of self-acceptance and self-confidence,
social and political understanding, and ability to play an assertive role in
controlling resources and decisions in one’s community.

Increasing citizens’ participation in the articulation, formulation, and
implementation of sustainable development policies is most likely to
improve their self-esteem and confidence (Mudacumura, 2002). Citizen
expertise is not the key requirement for making constructive suggestions,
but people’s willingness to express their perceptions in an open public
policy forum organized by government analysts is the main prerequisite
of effective policy implementation.

Conclusion
This chapter provided a brief overview of development issues with par-
ticular emphasis on policy implementation challenges while emphasizing
the shortfalls of the early economic development models, which failed to
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put people at the center of the development process. The debate sur-
rounding the effective implementation of development policy is far from
being resolved. But a growing number of implementation studies suggest
that interorganizational interactions could improve the likelihood of
achieving effective policy implementation.

Moreover, the chapter looked at various theoretical implementation
frameworks, highlighting the shortfalls of each model and underscoring
the active participation of policy beneficiaries in the implementation of
development policies as the determinant factor leading to sustainable
communities in which people work together to produce a high quality of
life. These communities flourish because they build a mutually supportive,
dynamic balance among social well-being, economic opportunity, and
environmental quality (PCSD, 1997).

From a research standpoint, development policy scholars and practi-
tioners dealing with complex development problems should take seriously
the epistemological implications of a participatory research approach,
which taps into the wealth of knowledge of those affected by development
problems. Applying such an approach may minimize the constraints that
can impede the effective implementation of sustainable development
policies.
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Introduction
In a little over a decade, sustainable development has increasingly stim-
ulated interest among development practitioners, scholars, and politicians.
The concept has been referred to as a development paradigm, an anthro-
pocentric moral imperative, and a vision. Several others see it merely as
“buzzwords” and a “utopian” concept that is inherently limited in its
applicability to poverty-stricken countries. Along with these perceptions
there is a plethora of varied definitions and interpretations. Notwithstand-
ing, there appears to be a common theme among them that relates to a
concern for improving people’s present and future quality of life. In this
chapter, the quality of life is referred to as human development, which is
defined as the ability for people to lead a long and healthy life, to acquire
knowledge and skills and the opportunity to utilize them, as well as to
have access to productive resources needed for a decent standard of living
(UNDP, 1996). Implicitly, it involves the production, distribution, and utility
of goods, services, and social capital with a value system embedded in
the entire process.

The focus on sustainable development began to emerge when intel-
lectual momentum shifted from the perception that development was
simply an economic process measurable in economic aggregates such as
gross domestic product and gross national product. This shift engendered
a new view of development as a holistic process comprising socioeco-
nomic, financial, and ecological policies; effective governance and an
enabling sociopolitical environment having the requisite human and insti-
tutional capacity to perform appropriate tasks effectively and efficiently
with a view to improving the quality of life. Development, so defined,
should be people centered, equitably distributed, and environmentally
and socially sustainable (UNDP).

In most less developed countries, the pursuit of human development
has been and remains exceedingly challenging because of the complexity
of the issues, the peculiarities of contexts, and the enormity of the
constraints. Considering the situation in these countries, and if sustainable
development is to have any substantive operational significance, it must
be defined more concretely to reflect contextual and spatial specificity.
Otherwise it would serve only as an abstraction of limited pertinence to
comprehending the dynamics and profound complexities of the issues
concerning the improvement of human development. Consequently, its
relevance to developing strategic actions to address these issues may be
of little or no essence to the process.

This chapter is intended to contribute to the dialogue on the relevance
of the sustainable development concept to improving human development.
The chapter accepts the notion that seeking such relevance is best facil-
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itated when it is considered within a specific context. Thus, sustainable
development is discussed in the context of governance with reference to
African countries in general and Liberia in particular within a political
economy framework.

The rationale for discussing sustainable development in a governance
context is predicated on the pivotal role of governance in the sustainable
development process. According to the World Summit on Sustainable
Development’s Plan of Implementation, the basis of sustainable develop-
ment are sound environmental, social, and economic policies; democratic
institutions responsive to the needs of the people; the rule of law;
anticorruption measures; gender equality; and an enabling environment
for investment (WSSD, 2002, p. 1). Governance is a fundamental part and
parcel of this basis.

The chapter is organized into six sections. After this introduction, the
second section seeks to provide an effective operational meaning of
sustainable development. It also discusses governance and political econ-
omy as its contextual feature and framework for discussion with a focus
on the institutional aspect of sustainable development. The third section
presents an overview of the sustainable development challenges faced by
most African countries. The fourth section discusses the Liberian situation,
as a case study to provide an empirical content. This section is based
largely on secondary information and the author’s experience. It is limited
in terms of statistical techniques for determining causal relationships.
Nevertheless, it provides a credible indication through which one may be
able to understand the dramatic downward spiral of Liberia’s socioeco-
nomic conditions and the imperative for recovery along a path of sustain-
able development. The next section provides brief preliminary insights of
an evolving institutional framework in which sustainable development,
defined and placed in a specific context, may be relevant to this imperative.
The final section provides concluding remarks.

Conceptual Clarity and Context
The recent popular usage of the concept and its proliferation originated
in the 1980 World Conservation Strategy document of the World Conser-
vation Union. In the document, the conditions for development to be
sustainable are articulated in the following statement:

For development to be sustainable it must first take account of
social and ecological factors, as well as economic ones; of the
living and nonliving resource base and of the long-term as well
as the short-term advantages and disadvantages of alternative
actions. (IUCN, 1980, cited in Dalal-Clayton and Bass, 2000, p. 7) 
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Later, the use of the concept became more prominent after the pub-
lication of the Brundtland Report in 1987. In this report, sustainable
development is defined as “development that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 8). The report notes that it involves
“a process of change in which the exploitation of resources, the direction
of investment, the orientation of technological development and institu-
tional change are all in harmony and enhance both current and future
potential to meet human needs and aspirations” (WCED, p. 46). From
these definitions, it would seem that the essentials for achieving sustainable
development are fluid and fraught with generalities so much so that it is
not easily amendable to defining policy prescriptions, investment criteria,
and operational mechanisms.

A review of the literature suggests that sustainable development in less
developed countries requires effective governance; a dynamic and
enabling international environment supportive of international coopera-
tion, particularly in the areas of finance, technology transfer, debt, and
trade; and full participation of these countries in global decision making.
It is said also to require peace, security, stability, and respect for human
rights (WSSD, 2002); respect for cultural diversity (Maser, 1999; UNESCO,
2003); an ecologically balanced system (Urbanska, Webb, and Edwards,
2000); and ethics (Newton, 2002).

With such a wide array of requirements for achieving sustainable
development, it is therefore understandable that the meaning and inter-
pretation of sustainable development have also been expanding. Daly
(1996) observes that the way to render any concept innocuous is to expand
its meaning to include virtually everything. He further states that by 1991,
the phrase had acquired such cachet that everything had to be sustainable.
Nevertheless, he argues that most important concepts are not subject to
analytically precise definitions and contends that they are largely dialec-
tical. From this view, in the case of sustainable development, he feels that
one could still give content to and enhance the analytics of the concept.
His clarification of the concept integrates sustainability, sufficiency, equity,
and efficiency. Implicitly, he suggests that sustainable development
involves activities that strive for “sufficient per capita wealth that is
efficiently maintained and allocated, and equitably distributed for the
maximum number of people that can be sustained over time under these
conditions” (Daly, 1996, p. 220). In his clarification of this definition, he
provides an interesting analysis on the issues of the inherent limitations
of growth, the meaning of development, and the criteria for sustainability.
An in-depth discussion of these issues, however, falls beyond the scope
of this chapter.
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A review of other perceptions of sustainable development can provide
insight. Guimaraes (2003) suggests that what determines the quality of life
in any given community and hence its sustainability is the synergy of the
relationships among population, organization, environment, and technol-
ogy. He explains each of these factors as follows: The population factor
includes size, composition, density, and demographic dynamics. The orga-
nizational factor involves social organizations, aspirations, values, culture,
production, and consumption patterns; social stratification; and pattern of
conflict resolution. The environmental factor involves the physical and
built environment, environmental process and services, and natural
resources. The technological factor involves innovation, technical progress,
and energy use.

The concept is also defined by the Canadian Ministry of Indian and
Northern Affairs (INAC) as a long-term focus that seeks to preserve and
enhance economic, social, and natural capital to improve the quality of
people’s lives and ensure a continuing legacy for the future; a coordinated
and integrated approach to decision making, incorporating social, eco-
nomic, and environmental considerations; and recognition of the interde-
pendence of domestic and global activities. Barbier (1987) interprets
sustainable development as a process whose objective is to reduce the
absolute poverty of the world’s poor through providing lasting and secured
livelihoods that minimize resource depletion, environmental degradation,
cultural disruption, and social instability.

Other scholars and organizations have advanced additional definitions
that they believe are more operational. Warhurst (1998, p. 3), citing
Serageldin (1996), states that as a working concept, sustainable develop-
ment may be defined as “a process whereby future generations receive
as much capital per capita as, or more than the current generation has
available.” He explains that capital includes natural capital, physical (or
produced) capital, and social (including human) capital, the measurement
of which together may be considered as forming the basis of sustainable
economic development and growth. He further indicates that in this
process, a transformation occurs in which some natural capital would be
depleted and changed into physical capital, which in turn would depre-
ciate, but that with technology, more efficient replacements would be
generated.

UNDP (1994) describes sustainable development as a process for
realizing human development “in an inclusive, connected, equitable, pru-
dent and secured manner” (cited in Bansal and Howard, 1997, p. 16). In
essence, slightly expanding on what Warhurst adapted from Bansal and
Howard by including the inclusive factor, one may deduce that the key
elements of sustainable development are (1) inclusiveness, involving and
encouraging the participation of the people; (2) connectivity, embracing
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ecological, social, and economic interdependence; (3) equity, ensuring
fairness within and across generations and species; (4) prudence, exer-
cising duties of care and prevention, technologically, scientifically, and
politically; and (5) security, ensuring safety from chronic threats and
protection from harmful disruption.

Ohiorhenuan and Ohiorhenuan (1998, p. 31) define sustainable devel-
opment from an institutionalist perspective by focusing on the key words
sustainability and development and by integrating the preservation of the
ecosystem and social capital. They indicate that sustainability is “the
attribute of enduring without giving way and that the sustainability of a
thing or process lies in its continuity through time.” Utilizing Pearce,
Barbier, and Markandya’s (1990) portrayal of development as a vector of
desirable social objectives and explicitly factoring in the requirement that
the ecosystem be preserved, they define sustainable development as a
process in which the development vector increases monotonically over
time.

From a further review of their discussion, one may argue that irrespec-
tive of sustainable development’s being a process or an outcome, it must
endure over time. From an institutionalist perspective, whatever causes
the process or outcome to endure must be appropriate, and effectively
managed and maintained. In addition, they argue that external conditions
that impact on sustainable development must remain favorable “not as an
absence of change, but rather the maintenance of (relative) stability in
the presence (of these) conditions and/or continuous throughput”
(Ohiorhenuan and Ohiorhenuan, 1998, p. 31). The authors further point
out that the applicability of the concept is contingent on the specific
domain of intervention such as the global domain, the national domain,
and the subnational domain.

The preceding perceptions provide only a snapshot of the varied
interpretations of the sustainable development concept. A more detailed
review of the literature suggests that these perceptions are intended to
suit specific purposes such as social aspirations and political consensus.
Others reflect specific domains of certain sectors and disciplines such as
economics, environment, and sociology. In the economics realm, defini-
tions are mixed in terms of the central or integral role of growth in the
process with divergent views on the “limits” or “no limits” of growth. It
can be defined as having two components—the meaning of development
and the conditions necessary for sustainability. In general, the definitions
reflect a concern with the integration of social, economic, and environ-
mental factors in decision making. The concept is also viewed as a process
and as an outcome.

The thrust of this chapter is concerned most with the process dimen-
sion. The essence of achieving an outcome is through a process. Moreover,
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the outcome, in the context of sustainable development, should not be
viewed as static but rather as a dynamic phenomenon. Given the evolving
needs of human development, there can be no end point or final state
of sustainable development. What is important is achieving meaningful
progress in creating and sustaining a positive impact on human develop-
ment in the sustainable development process. From this perspective, and
on the basis of the integration of three factors—economy, society, and
environment—emphasis is placed on identifying strategic actions through
which the process can be expedited.

It must be recognized, as Dalal-Clayton and Bass (2000, p. 9) observe,
that in situations in which integration of the three factors is not possible,
the process should involve “making alternative choices and negotiating
trade-offs.” They correctly assert that such factors as peace and security,
prevailing economic interests, political systems, institutional arrangements,
and cultural norms will undeniably influence policy decision making and
negotiations. The governance of this process, with particular emphasis on
the institutional aspects, is critical.

The term institution according to Ohiorhenuan and Ohiorhenuan
(1998, p. 30) may refer to “a socially recognized human organization
providing a valued service” as well as “a matrix of socially sanctioned
norms and rules of conduct governing individual and group behavior—‘the
rules of the game.’” The “rules of the game” include not only regulations,
laws, policies, and legal decisions from a court of law, but also the rules
and policies governing the behavior and practices of those who make
and apply those rules. The latter is particularly relevant to administrative
law and procedure, electoral laws, and civil service regulations. In addition
there is the constitution, the rules that guides all rule making and estab-
lishes the legitimacy of individuals’ and organizations’ actions. Utilizing
institution as conceived previously serves as a mechanism through which
results-oriented strategic actions may be taken to realize objective sustain-
able development outcomes.

Moreover, there is an inherent political dimension in the process that
goes beyond formal political systems, which should not be ignored. This
is generally referred to as the political will or political commitment. These
terms refer to both the psychological attributes of politicians as well as
an outcome of objective reality determined by a political playing field
(Kelegama and Parikh). The psychological attributes would explain why
politicians act differently in similar situations. The outcome perspective
would explain why irrespective of which politicians are in power, they
act virtually the same. The recognition of these realities justifies the
governance context and political economy approach for this chapter.

Considering the issues discussed previously and utilizing Ohiorhenuan
and Ohiorhenuan’s (1998) explanation of sustainability, we may derive a
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perception of sustainable development that reflects an action and results
orientation. From this perspective, sustainable development may be
defined as a continuous process of preserving and enhancing the produc-
tion, distribution, and utility of economic, social, and natural capital to
improve the status of the current and future human development. The
process involves multiple mechanisms and domains of intervention in
which political and institutional factors are critical for policy decision
making, implementation, evaluation, and follow-up actions. To ensure its
enduring element, the political and institutional factors must be managed
to adjust appropriately to possible changes for the maintenance of stability
and an enabling operating environment. Thus, this will require appropriate
institutions, effective leadership, and a results-oriented management capac-
ity. A long-standing debate is on determining what is required to achieve
this desired state of affairs.

Governance and Political Economy
To explore answers to the preceding issues one must first consider that
the factors mentioned—appropriate institutions, effective leadership, and
results-oriented management capacity—are attributes of governance. As
is sustainable development, governance is a concept that is widely used
in the development literature with a variety of meanings and interpreta-
tions. An in-depth discussion of these definitions is beyond the limits of
this chapter. However, because it is an issue of concern, a brief discussion
of the concept is necessary for contextual clarity.

The increasing use of the concept began when it was diagnosed that
barriers to structural adjustment were due not only to the substance of
policies, but also to the policy environment. Thus, governance became
associated with democracy, culture, and institutional characteristics that
cover several issues. Frischtak (1994, p. 1) explains this further:

Institutional building and design; the nature and transparency
of decision-making procedures; interest representation and con-
flict resolution mechanisms; the limits of authority and leader-
ship accountability—all of which ultimately concern the very
essence of the polity—are frequently identified as governance
issues and fill the expanding agenda of what can be called the
political economy of structural adjustment. 

Depending on a particular definition of governance, the use of the
concept has been criticized as being overly prescriptive to a particular
political system, insensitive to African culture, and beclouded with
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subjectivity when used as “good” governance. To avoid these criticisms,
Shihata (1990) views governance as the provision of universal and abstract
rules, the institutions that enforce them, and the predictable mechanisms
to regulate conflicts over both rules and their enforcement. In her discus-
sion of governance deficiencies, Frischtak (1994) describes governance as
a process of coordinating the aggregation of diverging interest to promote
policy that can credibly be taken to represent the public interest. It appears
that, as Kruiter (1996) observes, the definition, usefulness, ethnical con-
notation, and political dimensions of the concept are still evolving.

Generally, as indicated, governance involves institutions, laws, rules,
regulations, policies, and enforcement mechanisms in pursuit of specified
objectives. To derive a working definition of governance for this chapter,
Landell-Mills’s (1991) definition of governance is useful. Explicitly incor-
porating the institutional dimension, governance refers to the legitimate
and calculated use of authority and power in the exercise of control over
society and the management of its resources intended to achieve shared
or agreed development goals through appropriate institutional mecha-
nisms. In the process, it is expected to promote accountability, transpar-
ency, rule of law, participation, and other factors that engender and nurture
an enabling institutional and socioeconomic environment. This definition
dovetails with Martin’s (1994) observation that it encompasses the nature
and functioning of the state institutional and structural arrangements,
decision-making processes, policy formulation, implementation capacity,
information flows, leadership effectiveness, and the nature of the relation-
ship between the rulers and the ruled.

It may, therefore, be argued that the success or failure of the sustainable
development process largely rests on the quality of institutions and the
political environment. The importance of institutions and the political
environment, however, does not repudiate the critical role of other tradi-
tional factors, land, labor, and capital, in the sustainable development
process. The focus is being placed on the political environment and
institutions, because the governance of all other factors of production
operates through institutions in a political environment. This political envi-
ronment characterizes the interaction of different individuals and groups
in society seeking to influence public policy for socioeconomic develop-
ment or to promote the lack of it in pursuit of their own interests. The
dynamics involved is referred to as the political economy. It is within this
framework that the challenges of sustainable development are discussed.

The Challenge of Sustainable Development in Africa
Africa is said to be the least developed continent despite its rich endow-
ment of natural resources and a considerable trained caliber of human
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resources including those in the diaspora. It is believed that these resources
could make a meaningful developmental impact if their preservation,
enhancement, and utility were facilitated in a manner most advantageous
to African human development. This would lead to a change in Africa’s
production pattern from primary production and export of raw materials
to industrial production of semifinished and finished products. It would
contribute to the retention and further development of its trained and
experienced human resources rather than accelerate the continuous brain
drain. Exercising effective control and management of these resources
would lead to opportunities for improved livelihoods of the people and
ultimately to a higher quality of life. Unfortunately, poverty, in all its
dimensions, is most prevalent in Africa and is particularly pronounced in
Sub-Saharan Africa.

As noted in Balogun (2003), Sub-Saharan Africa’s literacy rate is 60%,
which is significantly below the developing countries’ average of 73%.
Life expectancy at birth is about 48.8 years, whereas it is over 60 years
in all other regions. About 46% of people in Sub-Saharan Africa live below
the income poverty line of less than US$1 a day. Compared to East Asia,
the Pacific, and Latin America, this percentage is 15% below the poverty
line. Access to electricity, telephones, other telecommunication services,
pipe-borne water supply, and sanitation facilities is all appallingly low
relative to that of most other regions in the world. In terms of civil and
other conflicts that further exacerbate the state of poverty, about 40% of
Sub-Saharan African countries have experienced at least one such conflict
over the last 40 years. UNDP (2002, p. 17) notes that about 1.5 million
persons died as casualties of war over the period 1990 to 1999 in Sub-
Saharan Africa. This amount is significantly higher than the casualties
recorded for other regions.

The situation is even worse, given that it has generally regressed in
recent years. This is reflected by UNDP (2002, p. 13) in its observation that

the lives of (Sub-Saharan Africans) very poor people are getting
worse. The share of people living on US$1 a day was about
the same at the end of the 1990s—47% as at the start. Thus,
because of population growth, the number of poor people in
the region has increased. And while most of the world has
increased the share of children who are immunized against the
leading diseases, since 1990 immunization rates in Sub-Saharan
Africa have fallen below 50%.

Africa is also faced with major environmental issues. These issues
include pollution, particularly that affecting freshwater resources and
marine life; coastal erosion and other land degradation; scarce water
resources; droughts; and floods (Nana-Sinkam, 1995). Moreover, the
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pattern of African livelihood pressurizes the natural resource base so
greatly that its sustainability is often threatened. Generally, in the context
of sustainable development, striking and maintaining a balance in the use
and preservation of environmental resources as well as minimizing the
impact of environmental damages to Africa caused by Western and other
countries are daunting challenges Africa currently faces.

This general state of affairs has largely been attributed to a host of
factors, some of which are more relevant than others in certain areas.
These factors include the historical legacies of slave trade, colonialism,
and external intervention in the internal affairs of these countries for
ulterior economic and political motives, including the Cold War machina-
tions and manipulations. The problems are also caused by the imposition
of ill-conceived structural adjustment programs and a crippling debt bur-
den. On the internal sociopolitical front, the causes are attributed to
political authoritarianism, the military intervention into politics, poor man-
agement of conflicts, self-aggrandizement by the political leadership, pat-
rimonial dynamics of African politics, human rights violations, and ethnic
rivalries. The causes may also be attributed to a poorly developed civil
society. Most civil societies in Africa are not sufficiently capacitated to
participate substantively in public affairs, demand high-quality public
services, and effectively hold public officials accountable (Gyimah-Boadi,
1997).

From an institutional perspective, the lack of adequate institutional
capacity and an unconducive socioeconomic and political governance
environment also contribute to the current state of affairs in African
countries. In most of these countries, the institutional systems lack well-
defined and effectively implemented regulations, procedures and pro-
cesses that minimize the domination and manipulation of the system by
political cliques. In cases where they exist, they are regarded as mere
academic administrative instruments and therefore are blatantly ignored
with impunity. In general, the system is largely characterized by ineffective
utilization of human resources, poor communication, overcentralization
of authority, corruption, political patrimony, ad hoc adherence to policies
and procedures, and a pervasive lack of transparency and accountability.

These factors cause institutional failures, which in turn contribute to
poor policy implementation. This situation has immensely contributed to
large transaction costs, political and economic uncertainties, civil crisis,
and ultimately unsustainable growth and development. Ayittey (1998, p.
4) underscores this general view in his statement that “the absence of key
institutions lies at the heart of Africa’s intractable woes and interminable
conflicts.”

There have been attempts to address these institutional issues over
time through various reforms. Balogun (2003) categorizes these reforms
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as First Generation Reforms, Structural Adjustment Reforms, and Internally
Driven Reforms. He indicates the First Generation Reforms were instituted
in the early postindependence period with the declared objectives to equip
the public service institutions inherited from the colonial administration
for the postindependence challenges of nation building and economic
modernization. Particular emphasis was, however, tacitly placed on ensur-
ing the loyalty of the civil service to the political leadership rather than
the state. To address the issue, he further explains that several commis-
sions, including the Ndegwa Commission in Kenya, the Udoji Commission
in Nigeria, the Mills-Odoi Commission in Ghana, and the Wamalwa Com-
mission in Swaziland, proposed the installation of management programs
considered most modern at the time.

These measures produced very limited or no institutional performance
improvement. The results were generally ascribed to halfhearted or absent
political commitment; the disconnect among the reforms’ dominant con-
cerns and performance, productivity, and efficiency; and the administrative
and political leaders’ preoccupation with the capture and retention of
power, authority, and wealth.

The Structural Adjustment Reforms, although basically not concerned
with typical institutional reform issues, affected institutional public service
delivery capacity. This was especially pronounced in the education and
health sectors as well as other areas that directly impact on poverty
alleviation. Moreover, the Structural Adjustment Program reforms led to
the dismantling of public service institutions without providing any viable
alternatives (Adedeji, 1992, cited in Balogun, 2003, p. 12). They also
aggravated the ethics and accountability crisis in the civil service of many
African countries. This period engendered a phenomenal increased inci-
dence of moonlighting, inflation of contract prices, bribery, and other
forms of corruption (Nti, 1989).

Recognizing the virtual lack of success in these reforms a few countries
introduced the Inward-Oriented Institutional reforms. These reforms were
identified, planned, designed, and introduced in a participatory manner
to address specific problems. They included measures to inculcate the
ethos of professionalism, dedication, accountability, transparency, and
attitudinal changes. In some countries the application of information and
communication technologies (ICT) was introduced to enhance the per-
sonnel management system, including improved remuneration structures
and other incentives linked with performance. Moreover, some countries
have embraced democratic norms in which changes in government are
achieved through constitutional means and conflicts are resolved peace-
fully rather than through various forms of systemic violence. According
to UNDP (2002, p. 63), the last two decades of the 20th century saw a
historic shift in the global spread of democracy as about 81 countries, of
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which 29 were in Sub-Saharan Africa, took steps toward democratization.
In several cases these reform measures and attitudinal changes have been
encouraging, but there is still substantial room for improvement in terms
of economic and social quality of life.

Liberia: A Case of Unsustainable Growth and 
Development
During the decades of the 1950s and 1960s, Liberia’s economic perfor-
mance was appreciably high. In terms of the real gross national product
(GNP) growth index, Liberia’s performance, using 1954 as a base year,
was second to Japan’s, as Liberia had an index measure of 175 as compared
to Japan’s 180 (UNDP/Liberia, 2000). In comparison with Korea, according
to Lindenberg (1999: 11) over the period 1965 to 1987, Liberia ranked
58th in per capita GNP (US$642), while South Korea ranked 56th (US$687)
among 120 countries on the basis of data and country coverage by the
World Bank. By 1987, Korea had emerged as one of the world’s highest
developing countries in terms of growth and human development as
measured by the Physical Quality of life Index (PQLI). Korea’s per capita
GNP increased from US$687 to US$2,690 and was ranked among the top
30 nations of the world. Liberia’s performance, in contrast, significantly
declined. Its per capita GNP fell from US$642 to US$450 and was ranked
among the lowest 30 countries on the PQLI scores. Comparative rankings
on the Human Development Index reflect similar stark disparity. In 1994,
Korea is ranked 101 and Liberia 144 on a scale of 1 to 173 (UNDP, 1994).
Currently, these differences have considerably widened with Liberia’s
situation’ exacerbated by the colossal devastation caused by its civil wars.

Empirical studies have suggested that such difference in performance
among countries may be ascribed to endogenous and exogenous factors.
For example, a study by Lindenberg (1999, pp. 29–36), referred to earlier,
identifies the following factors:

Endogenous Factors
Natural endowment—Examples include mineral production,
population size, and population density.
Cultural and ethnic endowment—Variables include ethnic,
racial, and religious diversity and region.
Baseline human resource endowments—These are conditions
resulting from earlier social investments such as initial levels of
literacy, life expectancy, and infant mortality.
Political and economic institutional context and continu-
ity—This refers to the type of political regime and economic



458 � Anthony Barclay

system. Long-term continuity refers to the percentage of time
democratic regimes were in office and measures of political
instability such as nonprogrammed changes of presidents or
prime ministers.

Exogenous Factors
Natural disasters—The number of earthquakes, volcanic erup-
tions, droughts, and floods, as examples.
External military interventions.
External economic influences—Changes in terms of trade,
export product, and market concentration.
Access to foreign flows—Annual average total debt, average debt
service, and average aid. 

The Lindenberg study, utilizing statistical analysis, suggests that among
the endogenous factors, initial human resource base and its institutional
context were the most important determinants of human development.
For economic growth alone, the endogenous factors that mattered were
low political instability and regional, ethnic, and linguistic homogeneity.
Because economic growth, in the context of this chapter, is intrinsic to
human development, the determinants of human development would
include those that are considered specific to economic growth as well as
the regeneration and prudent utility of environmental resources.

For exogenous factors, the study suggests that the terms of trade,
export product mix, and access to foreign resources inflows are pertinent
to human development but were not significant in explaining the differ-
ences in countries’ performances.

To understand Liberia’s dismal human development performance, it
would be helpful to explain its circumstances in the context of the relevant
endogenous and exogenous variables, as discussed previously. Liberia is
endowed with lucrative natural resources and human capital that compare
favorably with other countries that have a relatively higher status of human
development. Liberia’s population is heterogeneous. It is characterized by
(1) 16 major indigenous ethnic groups and (2) descendants from Africans
who were sold by fellow Africans or abducted to serve as slaves in the
United States, referred to as Americo-Liberians, and immigrants from the
West Indies and other parts of Africa referred to as Congo people (Barclay,
1999, p. 299; Liberty, 2002, p. 271). Although there has been considerable
integration of the population through intermarriages and other social
interactions over time rendering the ethnic characteristics less explicitly
defined, integration was a major problem in the initial period of Liberia’s
evolution. One of Liberia’s past presidents, Arthur Barclay, in the early
part of the last century, attested to this problem:
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The Liberian nation is to be made up of the Negro civilized to
some extent in the United States and repatriated, and of the
aboriginal tribes. At present it is composed of a small number
of civilized and a large number of aboriginal communities in
varying degrees of dependence. The problem is how to blend
these into a national organism, an organic unity. (Starr, 1913,
cited in Liberty 2002, p. 257) 

Other problems during the initial stage of statehood included (1) a
governing elite, many of whom were inexperienced in national leadership
or lacked the requisite capacity; (2) severe financial constraints due to the
nation’s nascent operational resource base; and (3) imperialistic incursions
by major European countries that threatened the sovereignty of the state.

The governing elite, in the early period of statehood, largely comprised
the Americo-Liberians. Later the Congo people were amalgamated in the
regime. Given their relative small size, homogeneity, and cohesion, as
well as their being the major players in establishing the state as Liberia,
this group dominated the political and economic domains of the state’s
apparatus. For fear of being marginalized and in some cases because of
pure bigotry, the ruling elite maintained an “exclusionary” governance
policy. Later this was changed to a “gradual absorptive” policy in which
other ethnic groups became part of the ruling elite. Over the years this
oligarchic regime became generally known as Congo people. This group
has been blamed for every shortcoming of the political system, every
failure in public policy, and every inequity in the society, irrespective of
the complexity of the causes or how recent the emergence of the aware-
ness of or the ability to deal with them (Berg, 1970). What has not been
relatively highlighted was the critical role this group played in safeguarding
Liberia’s sovereignty and national dignity. The following quote succinctly
explains the situation and its ethnic implication: “The emigrant leadership
of the 1890–1930 years was composed of educated politicians, not pro-
fessionals, technocrats or intellectuals. They had one political objective as
a group: to keep Liberia free” (Liberty, 2002, p. 228).

In spite of the “colonial naivete of their minds,” these men took on
again and again the British and French and never went down to igno-
minious defeat. Their greatest triumph would be in the 1930 to 1935
period when, faced with League of Nations sanctions and almost certain
mandation, they adroitly rode out the storm.

Liberty also notes that it was because of these eventful trying times
that W. E. Burghardt Dubois (1933, p. 683) wrote:

Indeed the record of peace, efficiency and ability made by this
little poverty-stricken settlement of the rejected and despised,
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sitting on the edge of Africa and fighting the world in order to
be left alone, is, despite querulous criticism, one of the most
heartening efforts of human history. (cited in Liberty, 2002,
p. 229) 

Liberty further explains:

It was this kind of triumph, not any kind of innate feeling of
superiority, which jelled emigrant paramount determina-
tion—the sheer will to survive at all cost—that kept emigrant
ethnicity at the apex of the Liberian ethnic pyramid. It was
these experiences that created the esprit de corps of that stratum
in this century that made it reluctant to share power with others
who challenged or denigrated the passage through the difficult
years. (Liberty, 2002, p. 229) 

The ruling elite was thus successful in safeguarding the nation’s sov-
ereignty but alienated the majority of the population. Moreover,because
of the lack of resources, the complexity of the issues, and the overall
capacity deficiencies, the evolving needs for strengthening the human
resource base and other attributes of human development remained largely
unrealized. The opportunities for civil society’s participation in the nation-
building process were also very limited and highly skewed toward those
having connections to the ruling elites. In essence, initial investment in
the human resource base was rather limited and cannot be compared
with that of Japan and Korea. Moreover, focus on maintaining ethnic
cohesion of a minute section of the population fueled dissension and
served as a breeding ground for problems that were to emerge later. This
is a brief account of the ethnic factor in Liberia’s evolution and impact
on human development up to 1950.

During the 1950s and 1960s, as noted earlier, Liberia achieved phe-
nomenal economic growth. This was due largely to the high demand and
the attractive world market prices for rubber and iron ore, the country’s
main export commodities at that time. Unlike in Japan and Korea, this
growth was not effectively utilized and managed to develop a vibrant
human resource base, effective institutional mechanisms, and strategic
structural reforms to serve as an adequate sustainable foundation for
enhancing human development. This does not imply that there were no
attempts toward this end. There were indeed relative increased educational
opportunities, improved health facilities, and administrative reforms. What
should be inferred here is that the results were less than the situation
deserved and the people expected.
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The situation worsened in the mid- and late 1970s because of external
economic factors, specifically, escalating oil prices and a global recession
that culminated in depressed prices and demand for Liberia’s export
commodities. These exogenous factors led to a deterioration of whatever
progress was previously achieved. Economic growth fell to less than 1%,
and previous economic and social progress began to dissipate. This in
turn led to economic hardships with a disproportional adverse effect falling
on those who were not directly responsible for the general situation or
in the best position to cope with it. The situation set in motion sociopo-
litical upheavals fueled by ideologically inspired revolutionaries.

Ultimately, the situation led to military coup and subsequently interne-
cine upheavals and full-fledged civil war. Although the explicit causes of
the civil war may be due to other multiple factors in addition to those
implicitly referred to in this chapter, the situation rendered all semblance
of governance incapacitated (Barclay, 1999). In his reflections on the military
rule in Liberia, Sawyer (1988) provides a succinct account of the decadence
of governance during that time. His observations reveal that laws forbid-
ding criticisms of the government were strictly enforced, arbitrary arrests
escalated, and the writ of habeas corpus was selectively applied. He further
notes that opposition party leaders were prohibited from consulting and
were restricted in their travel in and out of the country; the Supreme
Court arbitrarily debarred lawyers who questioned its judgment; and the
legislature threatened to ban organizations that disagreed with government
policies or actions. Furthermore, he notes that freedom of the press was
suppressed. Generally, his account suggests that not only were government
institutions affected but so were those of the civil society and the private
sector. Thus, Liberia fell into a governance crisis of unparalleled historical
proportions.

During the war (1989 to 1997) and the period of the regime that was
elected immediately after the war (1997 to mid-2003), environmental
concerns were heightened. It is reported that gold and diamond mining
and the extraction of logs were major sources of financial support for the
rebels. Mining activities increased the rural communities’ vulnerabilities to
malaria and various water-borne diseases. The rate of log extraction raised
alarming signals on the rapid depletion of forest reserves and its environ-
mental consequential effects. Regarding logging operations, Hofstatter
(2001) notes:

Liberia will likely have no forest reserves within the next ten
years because of the destructive rate at which logs are being
extracted. The fact that there is virtually no forest management
nor replanting of trees means that the social, economic and
ecological impacts of this trade will have severe long term
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implications for the future of Liberia and its people. The plants
and animals species that live in these forests will have their
habitats destroyed and may face extinction. Unique and rare
species of vegetation and trees are disappearing rapidly. (Hof-
statter, 2001, p. 7) 

The overall situation, as discussed previously, suggests that the evolu-
tion of the circumstances and efforts toward improvement in Liberia’s
economic and social conditions have been, to a large extent, inimical to
the path of sustainable development. Policies and strategic actions to
preserve and enhance the production, distribution, and utility of economic,
social, and natural capital have been relatively ineffective in some cases
and nonexistent in others. The next section discusses how the institutions
of governance may have contributed to the state of unsustainable growth
and development.

An Institutional Perspective on Sustainable 
Development in Liberia
From the perspective of a socially recognized organization providing a
valued service, institutions may be categorized as statal and parastatal
organizations, civil society organizations, and private sector organizations.
The discussion here focuses on the former. At the outset, it must be noted
that these organizations operate within the overall governance authority
of the state. In the Liberian context, the state is constitutionally sanctioned
in terms of governance as having a democratic system of government
with three independent branches: the executive, the judicial, and the
legislative. These branches are to serve as checks and balances in the
governance of the state. People are expected to serve in these branches
by rules and regulations including free and fair elections for certain
positions. The government, through its institutional apparatus, is consti-
tutionally required to ensure an impartial application of the law, a guar-
antee for responsible and accountable freedom and human rights, and
the decentralization of political authority and decision making as well as
conditions to facilitate the efficient functioning of markets. It is also
required to facilitate the improvement of human development.

In practice, this system of government has been more symbolic than
substantive. The multiparty system of government became virtually a one-
party system. Elections have rarely been free and fair. The independence
of the three branches of government became compromised by the dom-
inance of the executive branch, in which the presidency became para-
mount.
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Other state institutions responsible for economic growth and human
development and all of their attributes were severely constrained by the
lack of adequately qualified and motivated human resources, unclear
internal standards, and recently woefully inadequate incentives. The insti-
tutions were also plagued by inept management practices and systems
that were highly susceptible to political patrimony, arbitrary decision
making, and an unpredictable response to crisis situations. In some cases,
the appropriate “rules of the game” were in place, but the ability or the
commitment to enforce these rules consistently and transparently was
weak. UNDP/Liberia (2002, p. 26) lends support to this general perspective
in its observation that

the doctrine of separate but equal branches of government
adopted from the United States and enshrined in the Liberian
Constitution has not worked in practice as expected. The
absence of a vibrant multiparty system made the incumbent
President the key player in legislative matters and a strong
influence on administrative and judicial matters. Given its pre-
eminent and wide discretionary power, the Presidency incre-
mentally encroached into the other branches of governance and
appropriated a wide range of administrative, judicial and polit-
ical initiatives. Other factors responsible for the weakness of
administrative governance included the absence of a code of
conduct for public officials and the lack of effective systems
for recruitment, training, compensation and promotion of civil
servants. 

Adding to the preceding factors, Conteh and associates (1999) suggest
that the tripartite issues of unfair distributive justice, national identity crisis,
and inequality contributed to the malaise in national governance. Thus
confidence in the system became increasingly eroded.

According to the Liberian Presidential Task Force on Policy Adjustment
Report (Government of Liberia, 1993, p. 4), some of the other major
inhibiting factors that have depressed public sector efficiency, outputs,
and confidence were the following:

� Nepotism and corruption in the appointment, promotion, and
compensation of public servants and officials as a result of the
absence of a set of objective criteria and enforceable civil service
structure and regulations

� Moonlighting, hustling, and misuse of public facilities on the part
of many public workers in search of means to augment personal
disposable income permitted by the absence of clearly defined
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terms of reference, reporting procedures, performance and evalu-
ation schemes, and a public accountability system

� Overlapping and uncoordinated functions among the various min-
istries and agencies as well as conflicting operational procedures
in the implementation of public policies and programs 

The other aspect of institutions as defined in the context of this chapter
deals with individual and group behavior and socially sanctioned norms
and rules of conduct governing such behavior. It would appear that just
as national development was hampered by governance constraints, per-
sonal development was constrained by the lack of internal maturity and
emotional strength and the disintegration of principle-centered behavior.
There are, however, notable exceptions. As Fahnbulleh (2002, p. 1)
observes, “There are well-meaning and conscious Liberians who have
done great deeds and are capable of doing greater things provided the
circumstances and conditions are present.” Although the roots of the
negative behavioral patterns may have some historical roots, the situation
in more recent times has become rampant.

The shift into near anarchy during the military coup in 1980 and its
reign heightened people’s perception of government positions as avenues
for the accumulation of fast and vast wealth. This lingering perception is
apparently being unwittingly institutionalized. Many officials in the recent
political regimes seem to act as if the country were their personal domain,
with each having institutional and administrative sections as prized fief-
doms that they were entitled to exploit for personal gain. Because of
weak enforcement mechanisms, lack of political commitment, precise
performance standards, and an ethical code of conduct, many individuals
and groups overstep their limits of authority remorselessly. A code of
conduct should have been established as stipulated in the Liberian 1986
revised constitution. According to Article 90 of that constitution:

� No person, whether elected or appointed to any public office, shall
engage in any other activity, which shall be against public policy
or constitute conflict of interest.

� No person holding public office shall demand or receive any other
prerequisites, emoluments or benefits, directly or indirectly, on
account of any duty required by government.

� The Legislature shall, in pursuance of the above provision, pre-
scribe a code of conduct for all public officials and employees,
stipulating the acts, which constitute conflict of interest or are
against public policy and the penalties for violations. (cited in
Banks and Woterson, 2003, pp. 3–4) 
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This code of conduct has yet to be established and institutionalized.
When this code is established along with effective enforcement mecha-
nisms and capacity, it will serve as a disincentive to those persons who
embrace the belief that the avenue to public jobs that provide opportunities
for corruption is a resort to arms. It will also serve as a deterrent to public
officials who believe that they can enrich themselves at the expense of
the nation and not have to account for such practices (Banks and Woterson,
2003).

On the issue of leadership, there appeared to be a pattern whereby
many of those in the higher echelon of the political hierarchy received
cooperation from their staff and the general public not because these
leaders were trusted, respected, or honored but rather because they had
coercive and utility power as opposed to legitimate power and authority.
Coercive power is the creation and use of fear and threats in getting things
done. Utility power is characterized by the “What’s in it for me?” syndrome.
This is basically a situation in which people strive to satisfy their bosses
or even the public, with an expectation of rewards, which could be
promotion, inclusion in an inner cycle, job security, or material and
pecuniary benefits. Their services are therefore not necessarily based on
principles or the objectives of the organization. Under such leadership,
there are abundant lip service loyalty and superficial commitment (Covey,
1991). Generally, this situation did not provide an enabling environment
for sustainability.

Many of Liberia’s institutional leaders during the last two decades fell
into the preceding category. Nevertheless, there is now a glaring need to
focus on getting things accomplished through enthusiastic cooperation
based on the institutional heads’ character, competence, motivational
attributes, and genuine commitment to a principle-centered cause or
objective. This is what characterizes legitimate power and authority.

From the preceding discussion one may conclude that although Liberia
is endowed with considerable mineral resources, fertile land, and human
capital, albeit less than adequate, the institutional capacity necessary to
develop further, deploy, and utilize these resources has been lacking.
These institutional failures, in many cases, served as disincentives for
stimulating innovation, production, and investment. They adversely
affected the development and efficient functioning of a market economy
and contributed to continued overreliance on the production and export
of raw materials as the economy’s impetus for growth. They also adversely
affected the nurturing of democratic practices, personal integrity, principle-
centered leadership, and other virtues of human dignity. Instead, they
provided incentives for corruption, social and economic dishonesty, and
other unscrupulous, antisocial norms. These vices and misguided policies
generated partly by institutional failures became pervasive and were
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apparently virtually institutionalized, albeit informally. This situation
immensely contributed to unsustainable growth and development that
ultimately resulted in Liberia’s downward spiral to its current state of
calamitous socioeconomic decline, political instability, and recurring civil
wars.

Toward an Evolving Institutional Framework for 
Sustainable Development
To develop a meaningful framework for sustainable development from
an institutional perspective in the context of Liberia and countries facing
similar circumstances, it may be necessary to begin from a conceptual
basis. This section provides only preliminary insights. These insights
should be followed by in-depth empirical studies and institutional analysis
to which more substantive elements may be added to ensure a strategic
action and results orientation.

As indicated in the discussion, Liberia currently faces a desperate
situation and enormous challenges. This framework is intended not to
facilitate recovery and rehabilitation because this would mean putting
Liberia on a path to its prewar conditions, factors of which contributed
to the current situation. Nevertheless, one must consider the need to
address the immediate security issues but with a view to placing Liberia
along a sustainable development path. The framework should therefore
be structured to reflect emphasis on substantive innovative institutional
reforms that would serve as sustainable preventive and remedial measures
to institutional failures rather than an emphasis on the violent removal of
personalities.

The organizing principle of the framework is that it must reflect a
holistic view of the sustainable development process as well as the various
sectoral issues relevant to political, economic, social, and environmental
concerns. It must also reflect a comprehensive geographic coverage,
specific domains for intervention, broad-based participatory mechanism,
and alternative sources of national-ownership-assured support. It must be
user friendly for identifying and analyzing critical issues, assessing
strengths and needs, formulating and implementing policies, identifying
who should do what and why, as well as monitoring, evaluating, and
facilitating responsible follow-up actions.

The framework should have several components to address specific
concerns related to improving governance institutional performance. First,
it should have mechanisms through which institutions acquire values and
stability. Values should reflect socially accepted norms relevant to enhanc-
ing integrity, justice, accountability, and competence. Stability should
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reflect not necessarily maintenance of the status quo, but rather the
capacity to adapt to changing socioeconomic circumstances without losing
sight of the national development objectives. Other components should
include (1) constitutional reforms to minimize and control, but not to
incapacitate the authority of the presidency, and (2) capacity building.

The capacity-building component should be comprehensive, involving
education, skills development, systems management, organizational struc-
tures, procedures and processes, performance management, motivation,
teamwork, and leadership. It should have an incentive system review
mechanism and other factors relevant to facilitate the retention and effec-
tive utility of the existing and built capacity. It should also involve, with
special emphasis, personal development, stressing character strengthening,
moral responsibility awareness, and attitudinal changes to stimulate and
enhance conformity with constitutional and socially sanctioned norms.
The framework must ensure that enforcement mechanisms, characterized
by fair and transparent punitive measures, must be institutionalized and
applied without discrimination. Finally, the framework should embrace
Balogun’s four pillars of agency governance: (1) the role of civil society
in holding public agencies to account, (2) a pattern in the exercise of
political power, (3) the professional and ethical basis of managerial and
leadership authority, and (4) the credibility of the prevailing rules regime.

Conclusion
The concept of sustainable development is now widely used in the
development literature, national and organizational strategic plans, and
political speeches. It has been interpreted to mean different things for
different purposes. This chapter has discussed the concept with a view
to providing an operational perception and to exploring its relevance and
applicability to improving human development now and in the future.

Using Liberia as a case study, this chapter attempted to illuminate
Liberia’s socioeconomic retrogression and the possible relevance of the
sustainable development concept to its recovery. The intended recovery
is perceived to be not to the country’s previous status, but along a
sustainable development path with a view to improving human develop-
ment.

The concept is considered most relevant when couched in a gover-
nance context from an institutional perspective. From this view, it is
asserted that institutional failures contributed to the current state of the
country’s socioeconomic development. Recognizing the inherent interplay
of power politics and the personal dynamics of the political economy,
the chapter provided brief preliminary insights on an institutional
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sustainable development framework. In addition to the traditional orga-
nizational reform measures and institutional performance mechanisms,
the chapter suggested the pursuit of innovations that would ensure the
effective implementation of appropriate strategies for inculcating a value
system, promoting institutional stability, and undertaking constitutional
reforms and capacity-building programs for institutional strengthening. It
further suggested that capacity building should place a special focus on
personal development. This is considered important so that progress and
achievement may be realized not by the personalization of the issues,
but rather by individual and groups’ character, competence, and genuine
commitment. This would be a people-centered approach to institutional
development.
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Introduction
Technologies have been in use since the Neolithic revolution and inten-
sively used since the industrial revolution. With the growth of world
population and the limited resources available, the application of tech-
nologies will continue to increase in line with the quest for commensurate
carrying capacity of the Earth. The rapid evolution of science and tech-
nology has so far been accompanied by increased energy and resource
consumption and environmental pollution. However, these negative
impacts of technology or technical systems were not widely recognized
until some time later.

Specifically, after the first United Nations (UN) Conference on Human
Environment, held in Stockholm in 1972, undesirable impact of technol-
ogies gained significant recognition. Among the list of areas for priority
action put up by the conference were the need for understanding and
controlling the changes man produced in the major ecological systems,
the need for accelerating the dissemination of environmentally sound
technologies and for developing alternatives to existing harmful technol-
ogies, and the need to avoid commitment to new technologies before
adequately assessing their environmental consequences.1

Different approaches, methods, frameworks, and tools were proposed
to assess different impacts of technical systems. Technology Assessment
(TA) is just one of those that have won institutional recognition since their
inception. The Congressional Office of Technology Assessment (OTA) in
the United States was founded in 1972 with the aim to study technological
change and provide early indications of the probable positive and negative
impacts of the applications of technology.

The rethinking and change of ideas regarding approaches and concepts
developed since the 1960s and 1970s called for different revitalization
efforts in terms of both the discussions involved and the instrument for
action required. These changes are results of imbalances among the
outcome and expectations, contemporary requirements, practicality and
feasibility, lack of comprehensiveness, and so on.

Two events of interest in this regard were the closing of OTA, 23 years
after its establishment by the U.S. Congress, and the second UN Conference
in Rio de Janeiro on Environment and Development in 1992, 20 years
after the Stockholm Conference.

One of the reasons for OTA’s closing was related to methodological
issues. In the words of an insider, OTA, “had difficulty in developing
and sharing successful approaches to assessment, either at the tactical
level of specific techniques or at the conceptual level” (Wood, 1997).
The tactical level refers to specific data collection and research methods.



Technology Assessment and Sustainable Development � 475

The conceptual level, also called midlevel methodology, provides a com-
mon conceptual frame of reference for many studies.

The 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development, also
called the Rio Summit, institutionalized the theory and practice of sustain-
able development, first coined in 1987 in the Brundtland Report, with
ecological, economic, and social considerations. In making sustainable
development operational, human activities at different levels should be
checked for compliance with these three considerations to fulfill the needs
of present and future generations. Checking compliance requires compi-
lation of different types of information. A variety of decision tools, every-
thing from physical tools and computer-based tools to methods and
procedures, can be used for gathering and analyzing information for
assessment of any technical system.

At the conceptual level or midlevel, a TA with an established framework
is of paramount importance for assessing sustainability of technologies.
The three dimensions of sustainability can be addressed with the aid of
TA tools. In other words, the number of areas of TA that are normally
expressed in the form of multiple categories can be recategorized into
ecological, economic, and social dimensions. Furthermore, one possible
and cost-effective way of reinforcing conventional TA from the sustainable
development point of view at the tactical level is the use of well-established
tools, methods, and concepts of systems analysis in an integrated manner.
There is a consensus among users and developers of assessment tools
that there are already sufficient systems analysis tools that deal with at
least the ecological and economic dimensions. Resources and efforts
should, thus, be siphoned toward integrating, combining, and enhancing
existing tools.

The integration or combinations of existing tools and concepts to
account for the three spheres of sustainability in a coherent way is
required. There is not sufficient knowledge derived from the experience
of working with such integrated tools. Integrated tools provide a frame-
work for cross-fertilization of component tools. This cross-fertilization
reinforces the capacity of each individual tool in structuring, analyzing,
and partially or fully evaluating different impacts of technologies. Com-
bining existing tools is useful in avoiding problem shifting and compen-
sating for weaknesses in some tools in a given decision-making situation
(Wrisberg et al., 2002).

In the following sections, the concept of TA is discussed at the general
level in a wider perspective, followed by a discussion on limitations
associated with conventional TA. Current activities at the international
level are also presented. These sections are based on a survey of literature
on conventional TA. Finally, some discussions on how the terms tech-
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nology and technology assessment are used in the remaining sections is
given.

Technology Assessment
Different authors and authorities have defined TA in a variety of ways.
Armstrong and Harman (1980) presented four different definitions that
reflect a wide variety of views. They distilled five points that could be
identified as underlying features in the different definitions. Three of these
features are relevant to the scope of this chapter:

� A useful TA should produce a comprehensive, even-handed eval-
uation and comparison of valid alternative choices.

� TA should provide specified stakeholders with comparisons of the
broad range of advantages and disadvantages of the alternatives.

� TA as a multidisciplinary effort requires participation of social as
well as physical scientists.

The United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) broadly defines
TA as “a category of policy studies, intended to provide decision-makers
with information about the possible impacts and consequences of a new
technology or a significant change in an old technology. It is concerned
with both direct and indirect or secondary consequences, both benefits
and disadvantages, and with mapping the uncertainties involved in any
government or private use or transfer of a technology. TA provides
decision-makers with an ordered set of analyzed policy options, and an
understanding of their implications for the economy, the environment and
the social, political and legal processes and institutions of society” (CEFIC,
1997). TA is useful when a new technology is introduced or when an
existing technology is significantly modified. In other words, it can be
used for new or already implemented technologies.

According to Durbin and Rapp (1983), TA is not a completely new
phenomenon. It was performed implicitly and on an intuitive basis, not
explicitly and by means of methodology, even before the establishment
of OTA in the United States in 1972. The traditional way was related to
the primary goals of engineering efficiency and economic profit. Despite
this history, however, TA originated as part of the formal scenery in the
United States (Durbin and Rapp, 1983). The purpose of TA then was to
serve as a basis for policy formulation, and it had a strong link to decision
making.

The term technology assessment is used in a variety of contexts that
differ largely in scope and depth. The problem of dealing with a variety
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of issues that are rather many and complex has motivated Brooks (1994)
to develop TA typologies. In order to develop these typologies, he
formulated eight dimensions of TA.

The dimensions of technology assessment as formulated by Brooks,
with modified examples, were as follows:

1. The degree of specificity of the object of assessment (e.g., the use
of buses in a specific place in Sweden, the use of buses in general,
or the use of biogas buses in particular).

2. The scope of the system included (e.g., the bus as an artifact, the
bus with its whole set of supporting systems, including highways,
oil refineries, fuel stations, insurance companies, repair shops, bus
factories).

3. The degree of confinement to hardware and technical characteris-
tics (e.g., including emissions, fuel efficiency, driving performance,
but not legal systems, insurance, policing, licensing systems, etc.)

4. The type of impact categories (e.g., environmental, health, safety,
ecological, economic, social, psychological).

5. The geographical and temporal scope of impacts considered (e.g.,
local, regional, short-term, intergenerational impacts, long-term
ecological productivity)

6. The degree to which the likely political and behavioral responses
are explicitly considered (e.g., responses to alternative policy pre-
scriptions for the sociotechnical system being assessed).

7. The degree of “neutrality” aimed at in the assessment (e.g., assess-
ment designed to gather evidence in support of an already chosen
policy; assessment designed to evaluate and compare the conse-
quences of alternative policies; assessment designed to explore, in
as value-free a way as possible, the probable or possible conse-
quences of a continuation or likely evolution of existing trends).

8. The stage of development in the “life cycle” of the technology
being assessed (e.g., at the research and development [R&D] stage,
already beginning to be deployed, already deployed on a large
scale; the challenge is to regulate or alter it to reduce its secondary
impact). This dimension, of course, greatly affects the degree of
foresight required and the resultant uncertainties, and the kind of
evidence that can be assembled. 

In the effort to put all the discussions around TA types and tools
required for each type in context, an extensive literature attempts to
categorize and explain the aims of different types of TA. Brooks classified
TA into five types, primarily using the first three dimensions listed. These
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types of TA are project assessment TA, generic TA, problem assessment
TA, policy assessment TA, and global problematique TA.

Project assessment TA is concerned with a concrete project such as a
thermal energy plant or the actual plan for construction and testing of a
prototype of a new power plant. The novelty or extent of previous
experience with the technologies to be employed or the degree of previous
experience with the particular type of environment in which they are to
be deployed is important. Depending on the extent that a project presents
special challenges either because of the novelty of the technology used
or of the unprecedented problems of a new environment, project assess-
ment may spill over into the next category, generic TA, which must rely
more on theoretical insights derived from science and less on cumulative
practical experience with the technology in operation.

Generic TA focuses on a general class of technologies without reference
to a particular project or a particular site, environment, or social setting.

In problem assessment TA, the approach is to examine a broad problem
area such as commercial air transport and assess a variety of technologies
as well as nontechnical measures that might be used to cope with the
problem.

Policy assessment TA is very similar to problem assessment TA, except
that it takes greater account of nontechnological alternatives to achieving
social goals for whose realization new technology is only one of many
options.

In a global problematique TA a number of closely interrelated social,
political, economic, and technical problems coexist and are difficult to
attack piece by piece, and the resulting cluster of problems affect the
world as a whole considered as a single system. What makes the “problé-
matique” different from other forms of TA or problem assessment is that
no single scientific report, no single decision, and no single nation will
have the last word. The management of the problématique has to be a
cumulative process of “social learning” with, ultimately, very wide partic-
ipation of virtually all the stakeholders.

It is clear to see from the preceding discussion that TA has a strong
link to the last word or decision making.

The Institute for Technology Assessment and Systems Analysis (ITAS)
in Karlsruhe, Germany, distinguishes among three types of TA with dif-
ferent starting points: project-induced TA, problem-induced TA, and tech-
nology-induced TA (Berg, 1994). From the point of view of TA objectives,
four TA types can be identified: awareness, strategic, constructive, and
back-casting, all of which may aim at either analysis or intervention (van
Den Ende et al., 1998). Other authors who discussed different types of
TA were Wad and Radnor (1984) and Berlozink and Van Langenhove
(1997).
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Armstrong and Harman (1980) divided TA exercises into three steps:
Technology Description and Alternative Projections, Impact Assessment,
and Policy Analysis (see Figure 21.1). Each step has its own components,
as depicted in Figure 21.1. The impact assessment step is the central part
of the whole process. The more value-laden policy analysis step relates
the impact assessment to the concerns of the society (Durbin and Rapp,
1983). The impact assessment step is further discussed as follows.

The impact criteria selection (Durbin and Rapp, 1983) substep, also
known as impact identification in other literature, is structured in seven
categories: economic, legal, environmental, institutional, social, political,
and technological (other technologies than the one under assessment).
Armstrong and Harman (1980) treated this issue by discussing four dif-
ferent approaches of defining and structuring impact criteria and men-
tioned a typical breakdown of the impacts into five categories: economic,
sociological, legal, environmental, and technical. It is not clear whether
the order of listing implies the order of priority given to the categories.
TA works that cover part of the categories listed with different degree of
specificity and detail and, with different spatial coverage, are available.

Tools and methods enter the TA scene under the latter two steps of
impact assessment, namely, predicting and assessing impacts and impact
comparisons and presentation. Armstrong and Harman (1980) formulated
a different grouping of impact assessment techniques.

Those tools dealing with predicting and assessing impacts are grouped
as follows:

Figure 21.1 The three functional elements of the TA process. (Based on Arm-
strong and Harman, 1980.)
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1. Established tools from the scientific disciplines involved in TA.
Input–output analysis, cost–benefit analysis, and the air–water dif-
fusion model are examples of this group of tools. These tools were
especially related to the primary goal and intent of the technology.

2. Methods of futurology and systems research. Some of the TA tools
falling under this class are expert opinion (Delphi), analogy, quan-
titative models, conceptual models, trend analysis, cross-impact
analysis, and scenarios.

3. Techniques for social impacts. Quantitative measures, morpholog-
ical analysis, expert opinion, and polling are techniques used to
account for social impacts of technology.

4. Tools focusing on organization of the impact assessment process.
Unlike the preceding three groups of tools, this group deals with
the coordination of the process of impact assessment. Examples
of such tools are expert opinion synthesis, predictive models, and
ad hoc systems analysis.

The grouping shown is not to be taken as a clear-cut categorization
because some tools fit into more than one category.

Those tools dealing with the next step of impact comparison and
presentation or evaluation of impacts on a common scale and organization
of impact presentation are categorized as follows:

1. Tools for subjective (social and political impacts) and objective
(physical and economic) impacts: The tools dealing with subjective
impacts include public polls, stakeholder representatives, public
review synthesis, the project team as public substitute, and sample
alternative viewpoints. For those impacts that are relatively objec-
tive such as environmental impacts, comparisons and presentations
in terms of emission quantities, from measurements or calculations,
are possible.

2. Methods for quantifiable and nonquantifiable impacts: For quanti-
fiable impacts, numbers are used; for the nonquantifiable ones,
words and pictures are the alternatives.

3. Approaches for evaluating and summarizing comparisons: Methods
of summarizing that use common physical units whenever possible
or otherwise unitless scales can be employed.

4. Ways of organizing the presentation of impacts: Impact presentation
can be organized on the basis of interest groups, technological
choices, relevance trees, and other categories.

Henriksen (1997) made an extended presentation of a toolkit of tech-
nology assessment techniques. The techniques are divided into nine



Technology Assessment and Sustainable Development � 481

groups: economic analysis (112), decision analysis (9), systems engineering
and systems analysis (7), technological forecasting (6), information mon-
itoring (4), technical performance assessment (9), risk assessment (5),
market analysis (4), and externalities–impact analysis (6).

TA Issues and Worldwide Activities
When the Congress closed OTA in 1995, after production of a number of
TA reports during its 23 years of existence, one of the issues raised by
its critics was related to methodology problems. There are strong tenden-
cies in the literature that indicate the absence of consensus on different
issues related to operating TA. Ludwig (1997) and van Eijndhoven (1997)
described the controversy around the concept as “TA dilemma.” Ludwig
expressed the most common claim made against TA as lack of sufficient
methodology. Durbin and Rapp (1983) pointed to this problem as the
“vague scientific and methodological status of TA.” With regard to disci-
plinary organization of impact criteria, Armstrong and Harman (1980)
recognized that TA suffered from relatively poor coordination, integration,
and overall balance.

TA has also been criticized as “nonparadigmatic” and, therefore, by
inference, not cumulative (Brooks, 1994). In a survey of actual TA projects
in the United States, Rossini and associates (1978) found that TA practi-
tioners, at least in the first years, seldom used any of the quantitative
techniques that had been widely advocated in the theoretical literature;
quantitative tools were not favored. Wad and Radnor (1984) pointed out
that in fact specialists preferred to rely on their own judgments and
intuition in the selection of approaches and in the design of the TA. These
problems had a surpassing impact on the credibility and reproducibility
of TA studies. A well-defined paradigm would offer a common language,
making it easier to compare different TA studies than is the case with
intuitive practices.

On the other end of the discussion, some objected to the attempt to
have a common methodology, labeling it as “reducing TA to a formula”
(Blair, 1994). While recognizing the merit of allowing each specific TA to
determine the methodology, this claim should not overshadow the impor-
tance of developing a methodology on the basis of which TA studies can
be carried out on a comparative level.

Over the years, TA has had different definitions of varying emphasis.
TA devoted considerable attention to presenting the public and stakeholder
group attitudes toward technology and its impacts (Armstrong and Har-
man, 1980). According to the same source, assessment of social impacts
was the central feature of TA. The European Chemical Industry Council
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(CEFIC, 1997) showed that TA originally concerned itself with the assess-
ment of the political and socioeconomic impacts of new technologies but
later included environmental dimensions as well. Even later on, the
environmental dimension was present only to a limited extent.

Despite the demise of OTA and the criticism targeted at TA, the interest
and engagement in it did not disappear. The solutions to global problems
that threaten the notion of sustainable development can be realized with
the help of technology. The indispensability of TA arises from the need
to avoid unwise and unfounded decisions in selecting the right technology
(Ludwig, 1997). Different activities are going on at different levels, includ-
ing efforts of restoring OTA (Dietz, 2002; Hutton, 2001). For further
readings on the post-OTA world of TA, refer to Bimber and Guston (1997)
and Hill (1997).

A number of countries have a separate body that deals with issues of
TA, such as the Danish Board of Technology. This board is an independent
body established by the Danish Parliament in 1995 and is the successor
of the Technology Board, which was set up as a statutory body in 1986.
The Norwegian Board of Technology is an independent office for TA
established by the Norwegian government in 1999.

Some such bodies in other European countries (e.g., Berg, 1994) are
Rathenau Institute of the Netherlands, the former Netherlands Organization
for Technology Assessment; Parliamentary Office of Science and Technol-
ogy of Great Britain; Parliamentary Office for Evaluation of Scientific and
Technological Options in France; the German Parliamentary Office of
Technology Assessment and Center for Technology Assessment (CTA) at
the Swiss Science and Technology Council. Within the European Union
(EU) these bodies have formed a partnership through European Parliament
Technology Assessment (EPTA).

At the global level, the International Association for Technology
Assessment and Forecasting Institutions (IATAFI), sponsored by the UN,
was established in 1993 with a secretariat in Bergen, Norway. The aim
of the association is development of international cooperation among
institutions that work with assessment and forecasting of new technolo-
gies. The institutions share knowledge, methods, data, and other essential
information.

Within the UN, UNEP has been driving a TA program called Environ-
mental Technology Assessment (EnTA). As defined by this program, EnTA
is a process that can assist decision makers in making informed choices
that are compatible with sustainable development by examining and
describing the environmental implications of new technologies. It also
provides information that provides public policy makers, nongovernmental
organizations, and the general public with better information about



Technology Assessment and Sustainable Development � 483

technology choice decisions (UNEP/IETC, 1997). EnTA, despite its focused
name, covers a number of TA areas other than environmental impact.

Revisiting Technology and TA
In light of the broad context discussed previously at the general level and
as exercised internationally, there is a need to delimit how the terms
technology and technology assessment are used here. Technology in this
context implies any technical system that can result in or be well described
in terms of energy and material flows in line with the photosynthesis
analogy. As materials (water and carbon dioxide) and energy (solar
radiation) produce the biomass in the biosphere through photosynthesis,
different types of materials and energy produce the technomass in the
anthroposphere through technology.

In other words, all technical systems for which the energy and material
flows within themselves and from and to the environment are not insig-
nificant enough to be neglected are part of the technology domain under
discussion. Technology in this case is defined as hard and soft means to
transfer, transport, and transform materials and energy in a given economy.
Manahan and Turner and associates took this line of technology discussion.
Manahan (1999) discussed technology as the ways in which humans do
and make things with materials and energy. On the other hand, Turner
and colleagues (1994) viewed economic activity as a process of transform-
ing materials and energy.

This activity of processing materials and energy is in concurrence with
shaping, forming, manufacturing, producing, or generating a product or
a service of an economic value. Good examples in this regard are the
technologies used in the production and manufacturing of different chem-
icals, waste management, fuel and energy production, and operating
transport systems.

The discussion regarding TA is limited to the part of the conventional
TA that deals with the hardware and technical aspects of impacts of
technology. Ethical, legal, and political aspects of wider perspective are
outside the scope of this chapter. Unlike conventional TA and UNEP’s
EnTA, only the impact assessment part makes up the TA concept discussed
here. The policy analysis step of traditional TA is beyond the scope of
the TA discussed here.

This tactical-level TA comprises the assessment of ecological impacts
in terms of emissions to the environment and depletion of resources
(primary energy) and economic impacts in terms of traditional financial
costs and environmental costs and social impacts. In a nutshell, TA in this
context uses a conceptual framework defined by the three dimensions of
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sustainability: ecological, economic, and social dimensions. In this regard,
TA was redefined as the evaluation of an object, function, or sequence
of functions—created by human society to assist in achieving a goal—with
respect to sustainability in comparison to other solutions providing the
same function(s) (Eriksson and Frostell, 2001). The technology is assessed
from the perspective of a certain defined setting within which it is
supposed to operate at the microlevel. TA is important in relation to the
operational level of sustainability, because sustainability in its practical
sense demands measurement and performance comparison.

A systematic combination of different tools of systems analysis and
other relevant tools is of advantage in developing a TA tool that can deal
with the ecological, economic, and social impacts of technology. This kind
of tool can be referred to as a technology sustainability assessment (TSA)
tool.

TA and Sustainable Development
The world political and social order in the 1970s and 1980s, which
witnessed the major part of the TA years, was different from the order
that has prevailed since the beginning of the 1990s. The discussions on
the knowledge and development landscape of this new era, which char-
acterize the last decade of the last century and the beginning of the new
century, are dominated by the notion of sustainable development. Catching
up with this new order, it is no wonder that there are some attempts at
discussing TA in the context of sustainable development (CEFIC, 1997,
and Ludwig, 1997). The synthesis of such attempts and the distillation of
the TA literature, in light of the new order, boil down to the need to
recategorize the impacts assessed into ecological, economic, and social
impacts.

Combining systems analysis tools developed in different disciplines
with a considerable magnitude of integration of ideas and concepts leads
to a tool that can address the ecological, economic, and social aspects in
an integrated fashion. Once such a tool is well developed, it can function
as a TSA tool (Figure 21.2). The realization of such a tool demands a
considerable degree of coordinated efforts from both social and natural
scientists.

Conventional TA was dominated by qualitative methods from social
sciences. Quantification was limited to cost–benefit economic analysis
(Durbin and Rapp, 1983). The inspiration from the efforts made to develop
sustainable development indicators to measure social phenomena around
the mid-1990s implies the importance of quantitative analysis in social
sciences, to say nothing of natural science types of problems. Sustainability
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indicators can, thus, be useful for testing the relevance, quality, and
quantity of various actions, including application of technologies, in terms
of principles of sustainable development. The World Resources Institute
(WRI) emphasizes “measuring sustainable development” by using material
flow analysis together with other metrics for environmental and social
factors (WRI, 2002). Different institutions and authorities use sustainability
indicators based on a theme-by-theme (ecological, economic, and social)
approach. Development of tools for social indicators that are able to win
global consensus in order to have integrated performance indicators based
on the integration of ecological, economic, and social indicators is needed.

Most of the literature on TA focuses on the assessment of a technology
at the macrolevel, in relation to higher levels of political decision making.
However, not all social impacts and ecological impacts attract the same
degree of attention from political decision-makers; nor do investments on
individual technologies at the microlevel have the political importance for
high-level political decision-makers that they have for individuals at lower
levels. The focus in conventional TA is on new technologies that surpass
local scale considerations. This exercise has a risk that “old” or “familiar”
technologies with less novelty and complexity pass easily through the
screens of contemporary TA exercises. In order to avoid such a risk and
observe the “think globally and act locally” concept, a microlevel TA
exercise is better suited. Macrolevel technology assessment as exercised
since the OTA years should be zoomed in to meso- and microlevel
technology assessment practices. On the other hand, the micro- and
mesotechnology performance should be related to the macrolevel perfor-
mance of regional to global technological systems.

Combination of Tools of Systems Analysis
This section starts with a discussion on combinations of different tools of
systems analysis. This is followed by a description of three such tools that

Figure 21.2 A technology sustainability assessment (TSA) tool that can address 
ecological, economic, and social impacts of a technology in an integrated fashion.

Ecological Economic

Social

TSA
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are combined to develop a systematic TA tool that deals with the assess-
ment of the ecological and economic sustainability of technologies.

In the quest for an improvement in TA exercises, there are a number
of assessment tools with different features and bases that can be combined.
Because the extent of issues covered in TA naturally requires the appli-
cation of a range of tools, combination is considered to be helpful for
resource-efficient and comprehensive assessment work.

According to Brattebø (2001), assessment tools can be based on
quantitative or qualitative tradition. The quantitative group are required
because, more often than not, one cannot manage what one cannot
measure. Among these are material and substance flow analysis
(MFA–SFA), life cycle assessment (LCA), and life cycle costing (LCC). The
qualitative group is a logical complement of the first because one cannot
measure all parameters in numbers. These include interviews, scenario
analysis (forecasting and back-casting), panels, and consensus confer-
ences. It is impossible to make such classifications in a clear-cut manner
because there are qualitative elements within the quantitative tools, and
vice versa.

Discussions concerning possibilities of combining different tools have
been going on at different levels. Combination of tools is important in
both avoiding problem shifting and compensating for weaknesses in tools
(Wrisberg et al., 2002). The peculiarity of each tool causes each single
approach to produce only a partial contribution to the assessment work.
Often, it is the combination of several of them that represents the real
tool that can be advantageously used by decision-makers (Aresta and
Caroppo, 2002). The integration of different assessment techniques or
tools is, thus, the most appropriate approach for tackling environmental,
economic, and social issues (Cowell et al., 1997).

Specific studies and discussion focusing on integrating LCA with other
tools have also been made. In a document that discussed different decision
support tools and their relationship with LCA, CHAINET3 emphasized two
specific points to be addressed—namely, integration and harmonization
of LCA with other tools and cross-fertilization between tools—to help
identify whether there are features of LCA that can be exploited elsewhere,
and vice versa.

The list of tools that can potentially be combined in the search for a
powerful assessment tool becomes even larger according to UNEP’s EnTA
program. Environmental management tools such as Environmental  Impact
Assessment (EIA), Life Cycle Assessment (LCA), and Risk Assessment (RA)
are considered by UNEP to be similar but separate from TA (UNEP, 2002).
While the European Chemical Industry Council (CEFIC) regards them as
part of a broad range of TA tools (CEFIC, 1997), Ludwig (1997) gives a
relatively structured picture of how different tools and methods called
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“instruments of TA” relate to each other. These include EIA, LCA, envi-
ronmental management and audit scheme (EMAS), and ecobalance (EB).

The combination of systems analysis tools in the same computer-based
tool enhances its position in providing information regarding different
dimensions of the assessment. A tool of this kind is different from a
toolbox with a number of separate tools because it systematizes the whole
approach, allowing the tools to cross-fertilize.

While recognizing the advantage of investigating the potential of com-
bining a number of different systems analysis tools, the authors’ firsthand
experience confines the following discussion to the tools of MFA–SFA,
LCA, and LCC.

Material and Substance Flow Analysis (MFA–SFA)

Material Flow Analysis, or Material Flow Accounting, or Material Flux
Analysis (MFA) refers to accounts in physical units (usually in terms of
tons) that comprise the extraction, production, transformation, consump-
tion, recycling, and disposal of flow of substances and materials. MFA
covers approaches such as Substance Flow Analysis (SFA) and bulk
Material Flow Accounting (b-MFA). Both approaches use the principle of
material balances. Further, Wrisberg and colleagues (2002) consider Mate-
rial Input Per Unit of Service (MIPS) as a function-oriented variant of MFA.

Fischer-Kowalski (1997) discussed the history of MFA, using a literature
review of societal metabolism, since the mid-19th century across various
disciplines such as biology, ecology, sociology, cultural anthropology, and
social geography. Of great significance, however, Baccini and Brunner
developed the concept of MFA for assessing the anthropogenic metabolism
of regions in the early 1980s. They combined existing scientific methods
and new approaches to connect and interrelate soil, water, and air with
the anthroposphere in a holistic manner. Quite often cited in the literature
is their book Metabolism of the Anthroposphere (Baccini and Brunner,
1991).

Udo de Haes and coworkers (1997) distinguished three phases of
carrying out MFA–SFA:

1. Goal and system definition
2. Inventory and modeling
3. Interpretation

The goal should be explicitly defined because the system boundary
and other accompanying aspects are related to it. Examples of possible
goals of MFA–SFA modeling can be data acquisition and generation, error-
checking procedure, and identification of missing flows.
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The inventory and modeling phase concerns the computation of the
flows and stocks for a given year. This computation can use three types
of modeling: bookkeeping, static modeling, and dynamic modeling. In
bookkeeping, a flowchart for the given system with all stocks, flows, and
processes both in society and in the environment is developed. Then, for
the given period of time, empirical data are collected and attributed to
the flows and stocks. The static modeling describes a static condition,
apart from possible changes in the immobile stocks and from changes
outside the given system. The core point here is the development of one
consistent mathematical structure that makes it possible to specify relations
among the different flows and stocks within the system. In a dynamic
model, the process equations include time as a variable. In this way, not
only the long-term equilibrium of a certain regime but the road to this
equilibrium and the time required to reach it can be calculated.

In the third phase, the interpretation phase, MFA–SFA results expressed
in terms of mass of flows and accumulations of the material or substance
under study are used in different ways. If the analysis is generally directly
related to the toxic or other specific polluting character of a single material
or substance, mass flow is enough. In the case that a number of substances
are studied and the result becomes too great to handle on a mass basis,
an aggregation is required. For further readings on MFA–SFA refer, for
example, to van der Voet and associates (1995).

Life Cycle Assessment (LCA)

Life cycle assessment (LCA) is a method for analysis and assessment of
the environmental impacts associated with a product, service, or activity
throughout its entire life cycle (e.g., ISO, 1997). LCA can be seen as both
a procedure and a model. It has a step-by-step procedural framework:

1. Goal definition and scoping
2. Inventory analysis
3. Impact assessment
4. Interpretation

In the goal definition and scoping step, the purpose and scope and
level of detail of the study, the basis for comparison or the functional
unit, and the procedure for data collection and handling of data quality
are defined.

The second step of inventory analysis results in a list of quantitative
inputs and outputs to and from the system under assessment. The
inventory table is made up of material and energy requirements, products,
coproducts, waste, and emissions that cross the system boundary. The
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important point in determining inventory is establishment of boundaries
between the studied system and both the environment and other product
systems by using a logical cutoff procedure (Ekvall, 1999).

The third step in LCA, impact assessment, consists of selection and
definition of environmental impact categories, classification (assigning of
resource and emission data to relevant categories), and characterization
(quantification and aggregation of the classified data using substance- and
category-specific conversion factors).

Impact valuation, a part of the third step in which the environmental
impacts are translated into a single-value parameter, is an optional element
according to the international standard (ISO) 14040 standard. Impact
valuation involves normalization, grouping, and weighting.

In the last step of LCA, interpretation, the validity of the results is
examined against the goal of the study using different techniques such
as sensitivity analysis for checking data uncertainties and effect of meth-
odological choices. This data quality analysis is described as mandatory
in comparative assertions.

The need to differentiate among different types of LCA is emphasized
in the literature. This is helpful in understanding the discussion around
methodologies, guidelines, and standards and interpreting results. Ekvall
(1999) surveyed the literature on LCA and showed that two types of LCA
can be distinguished under different terms: an LCA with an accounting
perspective, called retrospective, and an LCA modeling the effect of
changes, called prospective. In delimiting the system boundary in a pro-
spective LCA, the main question is whether a process or a subsystem is
relevant to the change under consideration. Expanding the system also
includes other subsystems outside the core that can be affected by the
change. Further readings on LCA can be found in, for example, ISO (1998,
2000).

Life Cycle Costing (LCC)

The discussions in this section concerning life cycle costing are entirely
based on Wrisberg and coworkers (2002). Life  Cycle Costing (LCC) is a
tool that looks at the entire life cycle of a product, process, or activity
and calculates the entire life cycle costs, which include all internal costs
and plus external costs, incurred throughout the entire life cycle. The
internal costs include conventional costs and less tangible, hidden, indirect
company costs. Conventional costs are the ones that appear in typical
company accounts for use in process control, product costing, investment
analysis and capital budgeting, and performance evaluation. They include
both annual operational costs such as labor, material, and product trans-
portation, and one-time capital costs such as new equipment and buildings,
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engineering and design for new installations, and utility connections. The
less tangible, hidden, indirect company costs tend to be less measurable
and quantifiable, frequently are contingent or probabilistic in nature, and
often are obscured by placement in an overheads account. For example,
they include environmental permitting and licensing, reporting, waste
handling, storage, and disposal. External costs are those for which a
company, at a specified time, is not responsible, in the sense that neither
the marketplace nor regulations assign such costs to the firm; they address
emissions and resource use and their environmental and human health
effects. LCC places a monetary value on those impacts. Simplified LCC
does not include all external costs.

LCC aims at the analysis of the processes in connection with a given
function, as does LCA. The type of system definition is therefore function
oriented. Environmental impacts in comprehensive LCC can be translated
into monetary metric at three stages. These are initial interventions (e.g.,
emission of kilograms of SO2), “midpoint” effects (e.g., increased acidity
in water bodies), and impacts on end points (e.g., the fish kills and loss
of biodiversity resulting from increased acidity). LCC uses different costing
approaches and techniques that vary in terms of the point in the impact
chain where the impacts are assessed.

Several methods are available for valuing physical impacts in monetary
terms. The methods involve assuming or creating a fictitious market in
order to gather the value that individuals might assign to an externality
(contingent valuation), examining behavioral responses that are, or might
be, influenced by an externality (e.g., hedonic pricing), or analyzing the
implicit value placed on pollution abatement by society through the actions
of its regulatory agencies (e.g., regulators’ revealed preferences).

Three types of quantitative data are required in LCC. These are data
on internal costs, data on external environmental effects (in physical or
monetary units), and data for valuation of environmental impacts if they
are not already in monetary terms. For further readings on LCC refer to
the reference list in Wrisberg and associates (2002).

The TA discussion in this section is mainly concerned with the tactical
level of methodology without reference to a specific method of combi-
nation. The fact that conventional TA is “nonparadigmatic” and noncumu-
lative, as mentioned by Brooks (1994), can partly be taken into account
by developing a combined TA tool using such well-established concepts
and standardized tools. The role of each of the component tools is briefly
described as follows.

The use of the concept of MFA–SFA within the TA allows the possibility
of recognizing the potential accumulation of toxic substances or depletion
of resources, and identification of the most effective point of control of
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harmful concentrations and flows. MFA–SFA is a robust tool in a number
of policy questions (Wrisberg et al., 2002).

With regard to LCA, Ekvall (1999) pointed out its strong points: a LCA
is established among decision-makers, has structured procedure and ISO,
and is an established platform for methodological development and har-
monization (SETAC4-UNEP). From the perspective of the methodological
deficiencies of conventional TA, the use of tools with LCA as a building
block enhances the position of the TA tool. LCA also has the merit of
avoiding problem shifting (Wrisberg et al., 2002) from one stage in the
life cycle to another, from one sort of environmental issue to another, and
from one location to another.

LCC is suitably used for comparing technical systems that provide the
same function but that may have different costs of investment, operating,
and maintenance and importantly different environmental performance
that can be interpreted in monetary terms. Use of LCC in a TA tool
enhances the economic assessment capability of the latter. The advantage
of simplicity that LCC offers in the form of a single indicator can be useful
with respect to decision making.

Multidisciplinary requirements are also part of the discussion in TA.
Groot (1992) stated that multidisciplinary projects simply require everyone
to do his or her own thing. Perhaps a project coordinator or manager is
needed to glue the final product together, but the pieces are fairly clear
of disciplinary size and shape. Interdisciplinary efforts, on the other hand,
require more or less integration of the disciplinary contributions. In
combining tools, an interdisciplinary interaction with sufficient knowledge
concerning the weaknesses and strengths of the tools is important.

Computer-Based TA Tool
The assessment work required for making sound decisions regarding
sustainable development entails collection, processing, and analysis of
large amounts of information. This information can be qualitative or
quantitative. Computers are powerful tools in analysis of complex infor-
mation once a ready-made algorithm is available in digital form.

With development of softwares and hardwares capable of processing
large magnitudes of both quantitative and qualitative data with reasonable
speed and ease in presenting results in a comprehensible format, com-
puter-based TA will remain the dominant type of TA tool. The advantages
and limitations of such computer-based tools are discussed in the following
from the perspective of the authors’ experience of developing and using
a Swedish computer-based tool known as ORWARE. It is a combination
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of MFA–SFA, LCA, and LCC that addresses the ecological and economic
impacts of technologies, not social impacts (Figure 21.3).

The Advantages

In order to analyze any problem, for example, one associated with a
technological system, one needs knowledge about the structure of the
system or data about the system. Models are an appropriate possibility
for structuring knowledge. In light of different aspects of methodology,
issues, and tools of TA, a computer-based TA tool can be seen as a model
concept that can contribute to the development and practice of systematic
TA.

This contribution is discussed in terms of the combination of compo-
nent tools and the inherent positive features of the Swedish computer-
based TA tool—ORWARE. Generally every quantitative LCA involves
MFA–SFA data for producing LCI data but all data in a multiple MFA–SFA
are not part of LCI. Hence, MFA–SFA and LCA are treated in this case as
two distinct parts.

The quantitative nature of MFA–SFA, LCA, and LCC enhances both
measuring and understanding of issues addressed. The MFA–SFA describes
the static situation of different material or substance flows between different
subsystems in a defined system. The tool handles a large number of physical
flows and may therefore be characterized as a multidimensional material
and substance flow analysis. Normally, MFA–SFA is often used in relation
to macrolevel applications at a region or city level. In this case, however,
the same principle and methodology are used at a relatively microlevel of
processes and technologies and process and technology chains.

The MFA–SFA modeling is important specifically with regard to flows
that are not characterized using LCA methods into impact categories.
Examples in this case are heavy metal flows. The use of MFA–SFA
facilitates the task of tracking down specific substances of interest. Recy-
cling issues and stock issues within the different technological systems can
be identified using the information from the MFA–SFA model. Emissions

Figure 21.3 A TA tool as a combination of MFA–SFA, LCA, and LCC.
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such as NOX are also of interest in terms of the absolute value of the
amount emitted because of regulation requirements, and so on. The
material flow modeling generates data on such emissions from the tech-
nology system.

The flows of pollutants and in some cases nutrients between parts of
the systems under study, and later their final destination in any of the
three compartments of the natural environment, namely, air, water, and
soil, are mapped using the MFA–SFA part.

In addition to the role MFA–SFA plays in locating and displaying the
amount of different flows and emissions for self-enabled analysis, it
provides inputs to the other two conceptual tools incorporated: LCA and
LCC. The MFA–SFA part maps the flow of each material and substance
inside and outside the system. It is possible to pick any one of the flow
steams corresponding to any vector element at any point along the
technology chain for an ad hoc assessment.

The use of multidimensional MFA–SFA renders immunity to the limi-
tations of conventional MFA–SFA that deals with a single material or
substance. Such limitations are associated with the inability to avoid
shifting of problems to other materials or substances. Although the
MFA–SFA modeling is static, the interaction of the different substances and
hence the formation and consumption of different substances are modeled
using formation coefficients. For noninteracting substances, their coordi-
nate is modeled in terms of both the process streams they flow through
and their destination (air, water, or soil) after leaving the system.

The LCA part uses most of the data, not all, generated by MFA–SFA
and processes it further into different ecological impact categories. In
other words, the MFA–SFA carried out on different substances contained
in emission and effluent streams is translated to relevant impact categories
using standard LCA methodology. The life cycle modeling is carried out
for all the chains of technologies through which the feedstock passes until
the final product joins its final recipient in the environment. As the main
feedstock is processed along the technology chain, relevant emissions and
effluents occurring during the course of the process are characterized into
impact categories. The flows of materials and energy required for running
the technology chain are followed from “cradle to grave.” The emissions
and effluents associated with the cradle-to-grave life cycle of the material
and energy inputs are also characterized into impact categories.

In the LCC part, the operating cost of the technology system, the
investment costs, and other costs of maintenance and demolition or
management of demolition waste are considered. However, these costs
make up the internal-cost part of the LCC only. Unlike the cost consid-
eration of conventional cost–benefit analysis (CBA), LCC includes external
costs. In calculating the external costs, LCC uses the emission data from
the MFA–SFA modeling (Figure 21.4).
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The midpoint level in Figure 21.4 refers to the impact categories of
LCA, whereas the intervention level implies the data directly provided by
the MFA–SFA part (e.g., emission and resource depletion data).

While the LCA classifies the emissions leading to the same type of
impact and aggregates into impact categories (midpoint level); the LCC
translates the mass of each emitted substance into monetary terms. It is
not necessarily the case that exactly the same type of emissions are used
by both LCA and LCC because there is a difference in the level of
knowledge reached with regard to the tools and the scientific and social
thinking underlying them. The LCC used includes both internal and
external costs. The external-cost dimension of LCC covers both extractions
and emissions.

The information from the LCC complements the information from LCA
in two ways. In the first place, it provides an economic dimension of the
assessment of the building phase of the physical structure, the magnitude
of which is otherwise left out as negligible from the point of view of LCA.
Second, it serves as an economic variety of characterization of the emis-
sions along the life cycle. In this case, emissions from both the core
system, just covering the system under study, and the external system,
including upstream and downstream units, are accounted for separately
or in aggregated form.

In general, MFA–SFA, LCA, and LCC complement each other, enhancing
the capacity of a combined tool in terms of the quality of the TA-related
information generated. They also cross-fertilize in systematizing the whole
work of assessment of the ecological and economic impacts of technical
systems.

Positive features of a computer-based TA tool in light of TA are its
quantitative, even-handed, and holistic features and, as mentioned earlier,
its structured result presentation. Because the tool uses and produces
quantitative data, it makes it easier to add, compare, and identify parts
of the life cycle with significant ecological and economic implications and
to specify what can be gained by alternative chains of technologies that

Figure 21.4 The use of MFA–SFA, LCA, and LCC in ORWARE.
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fulfill the same function. This is true in terms of both ecological and
economic impacts at both system and subsystem levels.

A computer-based tool provides even-handed analysis and structured
handling of input and output data, covering both ecological and economic
dimensions, consistently and coherently. This is important because it
allows reference to previous results in a comparable way and helps identify
important factors that steer different aspects of the technical system. It is
not easy to do so when analyses are performed in a non-even-handed
way. Although this facet seems trivial, the absence of an appropriate tool
in the impact assessment part of conventional TA has precipitated criticism.

The systems perspective involved in using the concepts of core system
and compensatory system gives the opportunity to have insight into
different sectors at the same time and provide understanding on how they
influence each other in a holistic manner. The cross-fertilization of
MFA–SFA, LCA, and LCC aids in determining the weak points along the
chain of technologies in terms of ecological, economic, and technical
performance.

Use of computer-based tool facilitates structured presentation of huge
amounts of data and complex information. This includes the input data,
the model made up of different submodels, the generic data used in LCA
and LCC, the mathematical equations of partitioning and transfer coeffi-
cients and, importantly, the output data. MATLAB® SIMULINK® is used as
a graphic interface for the modeling part, allowing the possibility of
visualizing and analyzing the modeled systems. The results can be saved
in MATLAB® for future retrieval; the main result presentation is done in
Microsoft® Excel. Both the ecological and economic output data are
displayed both in tables and in different diagrams in such a way that
cause–effect relations can be traced. Because the assessment is done in
terms of scenarios, bar diagrams that show each impact category with
each bar corresponding to a scenario provide one possible method of
presentation. Such result presentation is possible for both core systems
and the total system that includes the compensatory system (see
Figure 21.5).

All impact categories can be collected into the same bar diagram or a
radar diagram. The latter provides an axis for each ecological or economic
impact category with lines connecting the axes through points correspond-
ing to the values of the relative impacts of each scenario (see Figure 21.6).

The Limitations

Despite the positive features mentioned, such a tool suffers from different
levels of limitations. The problem with using computer-based tools in TA
applications can be categorically identified as specific and general. The
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Figure 21.5 Example of core and compensatory system result presentation in 
ORWARE. (From Assefa et al., 2002.)

Figure 21.6 Example of radar result presentation in ORWARE.
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specific problem is related to assessment of technologies that are still at
R&D stage. This involves the use of data about technologies for which
no real-life experience is available. The uncertainty in acquiring such data
through estimation, inference, and extrapolation from other technologies
is a limitation. The problem emanates from the prerequisite that the
technology should be described in terms of material and energy flows.

The general problems are those associated with the relationship
between the model and the reality modeled and data quality at different
levels and the component tools. In addition to the data-intensive nature
and quality problem of LCA, some inherent weaknesses in today’s LCA
concept can be mentioned. One limitation is related to effects such as
rebound effects whereby an increase in economic activity resulting from
cost-efficient changes offsets the savings obtained through the original
change. A second weakness is associated with the underlying assumption
that when a demand for a material increases in the life cycle investigated,
the production of that material is increased by the same amount (Ekvall,
2002).

Moreover, only known and quantifiable ecological impacts are consid-
ered in LCA (Wrisberg et al., 2002). This limits the scope of the assessment.
LCC may be compromised by the confidentiality of data for economic
processes. Another limitation lies in the problems incurred with moneta-
rization of physical impacts that do not exist on the market. The uncertainty
is highly dependent on the question at stake and the data and models used.

Knowledge and Decision-Making Dimension
Combining the tools of systems analysis in a TA tool is an attempt to
inject a relatively objective and scientific basis into the impact identification
and analysis part of TA while keeping the policy part open for other
important considerations. With an increased objective and scientific com-
ponent, TA has a potential to provide knowledge that can serve as a basis
for exercising sound decision making in the journey to sustainable devel-
opment.

In terms of inspirations from discussions on LCA and knowledge and
requirements of decision-making processes from Ekvall (1999), the poten-
tial contribution of TA in making sound decisions can be pointed out.
Ekvall identified constraints in making sound decisions, namely, lack of
knowledge, limited capacity for information processing, and conflicting
goals. TA is capable of producing information regarding the ecological
and economic and social performance of chain of technologies from a
systems perspective.
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The relative performance obtained from comparisons of alternatives
will continue to exist in a transition period until improved knowledge
paves the way for better options. Sustainability indicators are examples
of relative performance. With improved knowledge and with experience
from working with relative performance, it will be possible to develop
absolute performance metrics. Preceding this development, our knowledge
should enable us to define and characterize an absolute sustainable level
of each type of capital or the total capital, depending on whether weak
or strong sustainability draws global consensus.

On the political front, commitment and determination of decision
makers are required as a driving force. The information about performance
after validation in relation to appropriate methodologies leads to knowl-
edge of varying importance. Specifically those involved in the R&D of
technologies require knowledge that is beyond the traditional knowledge
referred to as “knowledge of how to do or make things” by Edwin Layton.
The problem with limited capacity of information processing implies the
need to make result presentations handy without a need for further
processing. The familiarity of different sections of society including deci-
sion makers with the component tools combined with a reasonable degree
of integration facilitates the role it can play in the decision-making world.
According to CHAINET (2002), LCA is one of the tools that have received
much attention from both the scientific world and the policy makers.
Ekvall (1999) pointed out that LCA is established among decision makers.
This feature would enhance the decision-making relevance of TA tools
that contain LCA methodology.

However, the reliability of such TA tools would, by and large, depend
on improved knowledge on how to deal with data gaps, data uncertainties,
and data qualities. The knowledge we currently have does not provide
us with conclusive evidence on whether a given technology is sustainable
or not in absolute terms. We will have to continue for years to come, if
not decades, with less-is-better- or much-is-better-type assessments.

If the finding that knowledge is currently doubling every year and will
double every 73 days by 2020 (Bosseau, 1998) holds and has a direct
relevance, we are in a better position to address the knowledge gaps that
lurk behind efforts of checking the impacts of technologies in our journey
to sustainable development.

Notes
1. Stockholm 1972—Brief Summary of the General Debate (http://www.

unep.org/).
2. Numbers in brackets indicate the number of techniques under each group.
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3. European Network on Chain Analysis for Environmental Decision Support.
4. The Society of Environmental Toxicology and Chemistry.

References
Aresta, M., and Caroppo, A. (2002) An Introduction to the Environmental Life-

Cycle Assessment (ELCA). Metea Research Center, University of Bari, Italy.
http://www.metea.uniba.it/CEEDES/lca.pdf (accessed December 26, 2002).

Armstrong, J.E., and Harman, W.W. (1980) Strategies for Conducting Technology
Assessments. Westview Press, Boulder, Colorado.

Assefa, G., Björklund, A., Eriksson, O., and Frostell, B. (2002) ORWARE: An Aid
to Environmental Technology Chain Assessment. Journal of Cleaner Pro-
duction, 13(3), 265–274.

Baccini, P., and Brunner, P.H. (1991) Metabolism of the Anthroposphere. Springer-
Verlag, Berlin.

Berg, I.V. (1994) Technology Assessment in Europe: A Documentation of TA
Research Establishments. Kernforschungszentrum Karlsruhe, Karlsruhe,
Germany.

Berloznik, R., and Langenhove, L.V. (1998) Integration of technology assessment
in R&D management practices. Technological Forecasting and Social
Change, 58, 23–33.

Bimber, B., and Guston, D.H. (1997) Introduction: The end of OTA and the future
of technology assessment. Technological Forecasting and Social Change,
54, 125–130.

Blair, P.D. (1994) Technology assessment—current trends and the myth of a
formula. http://www.wws.princeton.edu/~ota/ns20/blair_f.html (accessed
December 22, 2002).

Bosseau, D.L. (1998) Where are we now? Some thoughts about expansionism.
Journal of Academic Librarianship, 24(5), 390–391.

Brattebø, H. (2001) Formal education in industrial ecology. In: The Science and
Culture of Industrial Ecology. The International Society for Industrial Ecol-
ogy, The Netherlands November 12–14, 2001. www.yale.edu/is4ie/
images/Brattebo.pdf (accessed December 22, 2002).

Brooks, H. (1994) Technology assessment. In: J-J. Salomon, F.R. Sagasti, and C.
Sachs-Jeantet (eds.). The Uncertain Quest: Science, Technology, and Devel-
opment. United Nations University Press, Tokyo.

CEFIC. (1997) Technology assessment: A tool towards sustainable chemical indus-
try. European Chemical Industry Council, Brussels, http://www.
cefic.be/position/st/pp_st03.htm (accessed December 22, 2002).

CHAINET. (2002) Life cycle assessment (LCA). http://www.leidenuniv.nl/inter-
fac/cml/chainet/ (accessed December 26, 2002).

Cowell, S.J., Hogan S., and Clift, R. (1997) LCANET theme report: Positioning and
applications of LCA. Centre for Environmental Strategy, University of Surrey,
Guildford, England. http://www.leidenuniv.nl/ interfac/cml/lcanet/
ftheme1.htm (accessed December 22, 2002).



500 � Getachew Assefa and Björn Frostell

Dietz, F. (2002) Office of technology assessment could return. Mechanical Engi-
neering, 124(4), 24.

Durbin, P.T., and Rapp, F. (1983) Philosophy and Technology. D. Reidel, Boston.
Ekvall, T. (1999) System Expansion and Allocation in Life Cycle Assessment with

Implications for Wastepaper Management. Doctoral thesis. AFR Report 245.
Göteborg, Sweden: Department of Technical Environmental Planning,
Chalmers University of Technology, Sweden.

Ekvall, T. (2002) Cleaner production tools: LCA and beyond. Journal of Cleaner
Production, 10(5), 403–406.

Eriksson, O., and Frostell, B. (2001) An approach to sustainability assessment of
energy systems. In: S. Silveria (ed.). Building Sustainable Energy Systems:
Swedish Experiences. Swedish National Energy Administration, Stockholm,
Sweden.

Fischer-Kowalski, M. (1997) Society’s metabolism—origins and development of
the material flow paradigm. In: S. Bringezu, M. Fischer-Kowalski, R. Kleijn,
and V. Palm. (eds.). Regional and National Material Flow Accounting:
From Paradigm to Practice of Sustainability. Proceedings of the ConAc-
count workshop January 21–23, 1997, Wuppertal Special 4, Wuppertal
Institute for Climate, Environment and Energy, Leiden, The Netherlands.

Groot, W.T. de. (1992) Environmental Science Theory: Concepts and Methods in
a One-World, Problem-Oriented Paradigm. Elsevier, London.

Henriksen, A.D.P. (1997) A technology assessment primer for management of
technology. International Journal of Technology Management, 13(5/6),
615–638.

Hill, C.T. (1997) The Congressional Office of Technology Assessment: A retro-
spective and prospects for the post-OTA world. Technological Forecasting
and Social Change, 54, 191–198.

Hutton, K. (2001) Return of the Congressional Office of Technology Assessment?
National Council for Science and the Environment. http://csf.colorado.
edu/forums/cnie/current/ (accessed December 22, 2002).

ISO. (1997) Environmental management—life cycle assessment—principles and
frame work. ISO 14040:1997. European Committee for Standardisation CEN,
Brussels.

ISO. (1998) Environmental management—life cycle assessment—goal and scope
definition and inventory analysis. ISO 14041:1998. European Committee
for Standardisation CEN, Brussels.

ISO. (2000) Environmental management—life cycle assessment—life cycle inter-
pretation. ISO 14043:2000. European Committee for Standardisation CEN,
Brussels.

Ludwig, B. (1997) The concept of technology assessment—an entire process to
sustainable development. Sustainable Development, 5, 111–117.

Manahan, S.E. (1999) Industrial Ecology: Environmental Chemistry and Hazardous
Wastes. Lewis, London.

Rossini, F.A., Porter, A.L., Kelley, P., and Chubin, D.E. (1978) Framework and
Factors Affecting Integration within Technology Assessments. Georgia Insti-
tute of Technology, Atlanta.



Technology Assessment and Sustainable Development � 501

Turner, K.R., Pearce, D., and Bateman, I. (1994) Environmental Economics: An
Elementary Introduction. Harvester Wheatsheaf, New York.

Udo de Haes, H.A., van der Voet, E., and Kleijn, R. (1997) Substance flow analysis
(SFA), an analytical tool for integrated chain management. In: S. Bringezu,
M. Fischer-Kowalski, R. Kleijn, and V. Palm (eds.) Regional and National
Material Flow Accounting: From Paradigm to Practice of Sustainability.
Proceedings of the ConAccount Workshop, January 21–23, 1997, Wuppertal
Special 4, Wuppertal Institute for Climate, Environment and Energy Leiden,
The Netherlands.

UNEP. (2002) Environmental technology assessment. United Nations Environment
Program. http://www.unep.or.jp/ietc/supportingtools/enta/ (accessed
December 22, 2002).

UNEP/IETC. (1997) Work-book for training in environmental technology assess-
ment for decision makers. Technical Publication Series no. 5. UNEP Inter-
national Environmental Technology Centre, Osaka/Shiga, Japan.

Van den Ende, J., Mulder, K., Knot, M., Moors, E., and Vergragt, P. (1998) Traditional
and modern technology assessment: Toward a toolkit—a research meth-
odology and learning strategy for social impact assessment. Technological
Forecasting and Social Change, 58, 5–21.

van der Voet, E., Klein, R., van Oers, L., Heijungs, R., Huele, R., and Mulder, P.
(1995) Substance flow analysis through the economy and the environment.
Part 1. System definition. Environmental Science and Pollution Research,
2(2), 89–96.

van Eijndhoven, J.C.M. (1997) Technology assessment: Product or process. Tech-
nological Forecasting and Social Change, 54, 269–286.

Wad, A., and Radnor, M. (1984) Technology assessment: review and implications
for developing countries. Science Policy Studies and Documents No. 61.
Paris: UNESCO.

Wood, F.B. (1997) Lessons in technology assessment: Methodology and manage-
ment at OTA. Technological Forecasting and Social Change, 54, 145–162.

WRI. (2002) Global topics: Resource and materials use. World Resources Institute.
http://www.wri.org/ (accessed December 26, 2002).

Wrisberg, N., Udo de Haes, H.A., Bilitewski, B., Bringezu, S., Bro-Rasmusse, F.,
Clift, R., Eder, P., Ekins, P., Frischknecht, R., and Triebswetter, U. (2002)
Demand and supply of environmental information. In: N. Wrisberg and
H.A. Udo de Haes (eds.). Analytical Tools for Environmental Design and
Management in a Systems Perspective: The Combined Use of Tools. Kluwer
Academic, Boston.





503

Chapter 22

Industry and Sustainable 
Development in 18 
Developing and 
Transition Economies

Ralph Luken and Nadejda Komendantova-Amann

CONTENTS 

Introduction............................................................................................................. 504
Sustainable Development in the Manufacturing Sector....................................... 506

Economic Development ............................................................................... 507
Absolute Outcome Measure: MVA per Capita in 2000 
(US$ 1995) ........................................................................................... 507
Dynamic Outcome Measure: Percentage Change in MVA 
per Capita in the Period 1990 to 2000 ............................................. 507
Assessment........................................................................................... 511

Employment................................................................................................... 512
Absolute Outcome Measure: Manufacturing Employment as a 
Percentage of Total Employment....................................................... 512
Relative Outcome Measure: Percentage Change in Manufacturing 
Employment, 1990 to 2000................................................................. 513
Assessment........................................................................................... 513



504 � Ralph Luken and Nadejda Komendantova-Amann

Environment .................................................................................................. 514
Energy Use........................................................................................... 514
Organic Pollutants ............................................................................... 516

Integrative Measure....................................................................................... 518
Major Constraints and Obstacles ........................................................................... 519

Policies and Regulations............................................................................... 519
Economic Constraints ................................................................................... 521
Technology Limitations................................................................................. 522
Human Resources ......................................................................................... 523
Industrial Awareness and Participation ....................................................... 523
Overview of Obstacles and Constraints...................................................... 524

Recommendations for Further Actions and Priorities.......................................... 525
Policies and Regulations............................................................................... 525
Economic Development ............................................................................... 526
Technology Development ............................................................................ 526
Human Resources ......................................................................................... 527
Industry Awareness and Participation ......................................................... 527
Overview of Priorities for Future Action .................................................... 528

Conclusion............................................................................................................... 528
Notes........................................................................................................................ 530
References ............................................................................................................... 531

Introduction
The 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development
(UNCED) recognized that sustainable development would require coun-
tries to “build upon and harmonize their various sectoral economic, social
and environmental policies and plans.” Spurred by UNCED, most devel-
oping country governments have made efforts to draw up national sus-
tainable development strategies (NSDSs). The Johannesburg Plan of
Implementation, approved at the World Summit on Sustainable Develop-
ment, called for the completion of NSDSs and the beginning of their
implementation.

In its preparatory activities for the 5-year review (Rio+5, 1997) of the
Earth Summit, the United Nations Industrial Development Organization
(UNIDO) evaluated the NSDS-related efforts of most developing countries.
The evaluation focused on the extent to which the various integrated
frameworks and country profiles took into account the potential impact
of industry (defined as the manufacturing sector) on social and economic
development and addressed the potentially negative impact of industry
on environmental quality and resource utilization.1 UNIDO found little
information on the positive impacts of industry in these strategies and
profiles—except, as one might expect, in national development plans—in
spite of the fact that the weighted average of manufacturing value added
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(MVA) in gross domestic product (GDP) in all developing countries is
approximately 25%.2 It also found little information about the impacts of
industry on environmental quality in the more explicit environmental
frameworks, such as National Conservation Strategies and National Envi-
ronmental Action Plans, and next to nothing in these documents about
the positive impacts of industry or efforts to integrate environmental
concerns into industrial development.

A more recent assessment that addressed industry-related issues to
some extent was the International Forum on National Sustainable Devel-
opment Strategies organized by the UN in Accra, Ghana, in October 2001
(UNDESA, 2002). It discussed the experiences up to that time in formu-
lating NSDSs. It highlighted a number of obstacles in the realization of
these strategies such as the inability of many countries to develop a clear
approach to the issue or to create effective assessment mechanisms; a
proliferation of policies, activities, and institutions focusing on different
sustainable development concerns but with little coordination among
ministries or agencies; and the inadequate sharing of the experience
gathered.

The forum stressed, among other things, the need to make better use
of such integrated approaches to development that already exist in a
country rather than create new initiatives and capacities; to involve all
stakeholders, using effective coordination and networking systems, in all
phases of the process; to promote equity and local empowerment; to
make progress through concrete projects that are realistic in terms of
financial, human, and institutional resources; and to include mechanisms
for both process and outcome and impact assessments as an integral part
of the NSDS process.

At the forum, 12 developing and 4 developed country experts described
sustainable development planning experiences in their countries.3 Only
some of the expert reports mentioned key industry-related issues—the
importance of industry in achieving sustainable development, industry
participation in the sustainable development planning process, and indus-
try-specific sustainable development policy measures. Six of the 12 reports
acknowledged the importance of industry, 6 mentioned industry partici-
pation in the sustainable development process, and 1 described industry-
specific sustainable development policy measures. Only the report from
China mentioned all three issues. None of the reports attempted to assess
the impact of industry on sustainable development since the initiation of
the NSDS process with the Rio Conference.

Given the dearth of information about the role of industry in sustainable
development, UNIDO as part of its preparatory activities for WSSD
requested national experts in 18 developing and transition economies to
report on the extent to which recent changes in industrial, environmental,
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and technology policies have more closely aligned industrial development
objectives with sustainable development objectives. The experts were also
requested to assess the impact of industry (manufacturing in particular)
on sustainable development, roughly over the period 1990 to 2000, to
report on obstacles encountered in enhancing the positive and reducing
the negative impacts of industry on sustainable development, and to put
forward proposals for enhancing the contribution of industry to sustainable
development.

The 18 national reports are from Bolivia (Cadima and Aguirre, 2001),
Cameroon (Tekeu and Noumsi, 2001), Chile (Urzu, 2001), China (Huijiong,
2001), Colombia (Escobar, 2001), Cote d’ Ivoire (Ahossane, 2001), Czech
Republic (Moldan, 2001), Egypt (Mobarak, 2001), Ethiopia (Malifu, 2001),
Indonesia (Hasnain and Nazech, 2001), Nigeria (Imevbore, 2001), Pakistan
(UNIDO, 2001a), Philippines (UNIDO, 2001b), Sudan (Awad, 2001), Tuni-
sia (Nafti, 2001), Turkey (Erer, 2001), Vietnam (Sam, 2001), and Zimbabwe
(Guarjena, 2001).

This chapter draws on the 18 national reports and international data
sources to accomplish three tasks. First, the chapter will characterize the
impact of industry on sustainable development in these 18 countries. We
had hoped to use data in the 18 national reports as well as international
data sources for this task. However, the economic, social, and environ-
mental data in the 18 national reports were limited and primarily qualitative
in nature. As a result, the assessment draws only on data available from
international organizations. The characterization will list available and
industry-relevant data on all three dimensions of sustainable development,
social, economic, and environmental; then elaborate on trends in a few
of identified parameters to give a sense of what happened on each of
the three dimensions over the period 1990 to 2000 and present an
integrative index using a methodology similar to the one used by UNDP
in constructing the Human Development Index (HDI) (UNDP, 2003).

Then the chapter will summarize the perceptions of the country experts
about the obstacles to enhancing the socioeconomic impacts and mitigat-
ing the negative environmental impacts of industry on sustainable devel-
opment. Next it will present the country experts’ proposals for enhancing
the contribution of industry to sustainable development. Finally, it will
put forward their proposals for steps that are needed for assessing the
contribution of industry to sustainable development.

Sustainable Development in the Manufacturing Sector
An increase in industrial output (defined as manufacturing value added
[MVA]) has two major consequences for sustainable development. On
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the one hand, it contributes to social and economic development by
contributing to the gross national product (GNP), increasing employment
and incomes, and generating tax revenue that can support social services.
On the other hand, it puts additional pressure on the environment in
terms of both increased inputs into the production process (environ-
mental withdrawals) and potential discharge of pollutants (environmen-
tal releases) unless appropriate environmental measures are taken by
industry.

The sources of information for this characterization are the World
Bank’s World Development Indicators (2003), the International Labour
Organization’s Yearbooks of Labour Statistics (2000, 2002), and UNIDO’s
Industrial Statistics Database (2003).

Economic Development

Several indicators are available for characterizing the economic contribu-
tion of industry to sustainable development; unfortunately data availability
is a problem for using some of them. The more promising indicators for
which data are complete for most countries are listed in Table 22.1. 

Absolute Outcome Measure: MVA per Capita in 2000 
(US$ 1995)

Using data for the year 2000, one can benchmark the 18 countries on the
basis of MVA per capita and roughly assign them to three different groups:
the countries with comparatively high MVA per capita, the countries with
the medium MVA per capita, and the countries with low MVA per capita
(Table 22.2). The country with the highest MVA per capita is the Czech
Republic (US$1,440), and the country with the lowest MVA per capita is
Ethiopia (US$7).

Dynamic Outcome Measure: Percentage Change in MVA per 
Capita in the Period 1990 to 2000

Using data for the years 1990 and 2000, one can compare the relative
improvement in MVA per capita among the 18 countries and roughly
assign them to three groups: significant progress, some progress, and no
progress (Table 22.3). The country with the greatest percentage change
in MVA per capita was China (410%) and the country with the lowest
(negative) change in MVA per capita was Colombia (28 %).
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Assessment

The countries with the highest MVA per capita in 2000 were the Czech
Republic, Chile, Turkey, China, and Tunisia. Of these countries, four also
showed significant improvements in MVA per capita, a result that confirms
the observation that those countries that were relatively well off in 1990
continued to be so during the 1990s. Within the medium MVA per capita
grouping, Egypt and Indonesia maintained their relative position based
on performance during the period 1990 to 2000, whereas Colombia and
Zimbabwe deteriorated. Within the low MVA per capita grouping, two of

Table 22.2 Groups of Countries According to the Level of Development 
of the Manufacturing Sector

Highly Developed 
(US$)

Medium-Developed 
(US$)

Least-Developed 
(US$)

Czech Republic (1,440) Colombia (310) Cameroon (83)
Chile (774) China (303) Pakistan (75)
Turkey (564) Indonesia (271) Vietnam (67)
Tunisia (459) Philippines (263) Sudan (24)

Egypt (229) Nigeria (12)
Bolivia (156) Ethiopia (7)
Cote d’Ivoire (133)
Zimbabwe (110)

Source: WDI.

Table 22.3 Dynamic Measure: Percentage Change in MVA per Capita, 
1990–2000

Countries with 
Significant Positive 
Change in MVA per 

Capita (1990–2000) (%)

Countries with Positive 
Change in MVA 

per Capita
(1990–2000) (%)

Countries with Negative 
Change in MVA 

per Capita
(1990–2000) (%)

China (210) Sudan (27) Cameroon (–2)
Vietnam (133) Czech Republic (10) Nigeria (–11)
Indonesia (60) Bolivia (10) Zimbabwe (–26)
Egypt (52) Philippines (4) Colombia (–28)
Tunisia (45) Czech Republic (10)
Chile (36) Cote d’Ivoire (2)
Turkey (33) Ethiopia (0)

Source: WDI.
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the countries (in terms of performance between 1900 and 2000) improved,
but not enough to put them in the medium MVA per capita grouping.

Other economic indicators of manufacturing performance, such as
percentage changes in MVA and in manufacture of medium- and high-
tech goods, are consistent with the two indicators. For example, three of
the countries in the high MVA per capita group (China, Indonesia, and
Turkey) significantly increased their manufacture of medium- and high-
tech goods between 1985 and 1998. Conversely, most of the countries in
the least developed group (Cameroon, Pakistan, Nigeria, and Ethiopia)
showed only a small increase or even a negative change in the manufacture
of medium- and high-tech goods between 1985 and 1998.

Employment

Identifying appropriate measures here is difficult for both conceptual and
statistical reasons. On one hand, increases in manufacturing employment
are viewed as a positive change; on the other hand, decreases in employees
per unit of MVA (or its converse) are seen as increased productivity. Nor
are the data nearly as complete or consistent as are economic indicators.

There are three sources of employment data for manufacturing—World
Development Indicator (WDI) Database, International Labor Organization
(ILO), and United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO).
The WDI reports only industry employment, which includes mining and
quarrying (ISIC2 [International Standard Industrial Classification]), utilities
(ISIC4), and construction (ISIC5), as well as manufacturing (ISIC 3),
whereas both ILO and UNIDO report on manufacturing employment. The
ILO data are more comprehensive as they include employment in both
the formal and informal sectors, but not as complete as the UNIDO data.
Consequently, we have used the ILO data to estimate manufacturing
employment as a percentage of total employment and UNIDO data to
estimate percentage change in number of employees in the manufacturing
sector.

Absolute Outcome Measure: Manufacturing Employment as a 
Percentage of Total Employment

The latest years for which data on manufacturing employment as a
percentage of total employment are available are 1999 or 2000, as indicated
in Table 22.4. Data are available for only 10 of the 18 countries. As can
be seen in Table 22.4, the countries fall roughly into two groups—those
with industry employment over 15% of total employment (five countries)
and those with less than 15% (five countries). 
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Relative Outcome Measure: Percentage Change in 
Manufacturing Employment, 1990 to 2000

There are UNIDO data for manufacturing employment for 16 of the 18
countries assessed in this report. In looking at Table 22.5, one sees that
in seven countries employment in manufacturing increased significantly,
in three countries it increased, and in six countries it decreased, in some
cases dramatically so.

Assessment

Given the incompleteness of the data on manufacturing employment, we
could assess the consistency of the employment data and compare them

Table 22.4 Manufacturing Employment as a Percentage of Total Employment 
in 2000

Industry Employment More than 15% Industry Employment Less than 15%

Czech Republic (27.7) Chile (14.3)
Colombia (20.2) Egypt (13.2)
Turkey (17.4) China (11.3)
Indonesia (16.3) Pakistan (11)
Bolivia (15.2) Philippines (9.6)

Source: ILO.

Table 22.5 Dynamic Measure: Percentage Change in Manufacturing 
Employment

Countries with 
Significant Positive 
Change in Number 
of Mfg. Employees

(1990–2000) (%)

Countries with Positive 
Change in Number 
of Mfg. Employees

(1990–2000) (%)

Countries with Negative 
Change in Number 
of Mfg. Employees

(1990–2000) (%)

Indonesia (69) Cameroon (6) Zimbabwe (–20)
Bolivia (46) Egypt (4) Czech Republic (–16)
Cote d’Ivoire (42) Chile (2) China (–17)
Tunisia (36) Colombia (–6)
Vietnam (36) Pakistan (–4)
Turkey (20) Philippines (–3)
Ethiopia (16)

Source: UNIDO.
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with the economic data for only a limited number of countries. There is
no discernible relationship between female employment and either man-
ufacturing employment as a percentage of total employment or as per-
centage change in employment between 1990 and 2000. Three of the six
countries (Indonesia, Tunisia, and Turkey) that had a significant positive
change in the number of employees in the manufacturing sector also
achieved a significant change in MVA; the three countries, Bolivia, Ethiopia,
and Sudan, had a relatively modest change in MVA. Four of the six
countries (Philippines, Colombia, Czech Republic, and Zimbabwe) that
had a negative change in the number of employees in the manufacturing
sector recorded only moderate or even negative change in MVA.

Environment

In writing this chapter, we searched for internally consistent global data
on environmental withdrawals by and environmental releases from the
manufacturing sector (ISIC3). Whereas manufacturing-related environment
data are relatively robust for developed countries, for developing countries
they are not. Here the data are fragmented and of uneven quality as there
are no international organizations systematically collecting and vetting
resource use or pollutant release data for the manufacturing sector. The
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) focuses its efforts for the
most part on environmental quality (ambient conditions) data and not its
precursors, pollutant releases that affect environmental quality (UNEP,
2002). There is no international organization responsible for collecting
and vetting water use data by the manufacturing sector. The Food and
Agricultural Organization of the United Nations has estimated freshwater
withdrawals for industry for approximately 1990 and 2000 on the basis
of data from several years and several sources (FAO, 2003). The only
exceptions to this bleak picture are energy use and associated CO2

emissions collected and vetted by the International Energy Agency (IEA,
2002) and organic matter effluents estimated by the World Bank (World
Bank, 2002). Consequently, our 18-country comparison is limited to two
parameters—energy use as an indictor of changes in environmental with-
drawals and biological oxygen demand (BOD) discharge as an indicator
of changes in environmental releases.

Energy Use

Absolute Outcome Measure: Energy Use per Unit of MVA

Using IEA data for the year 2000, one can compare 16 of the 18 countries
on the basis of energy use per unit of MVA and assign them to three
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different groups: low, medium, and high energy use per unit of MVA
(Table 22.6). The picture that emerges suggests that a moderate level of
energy use per unit of MVA (approximately 400 to 1000 toe per unit of
MVA) is necessary to be classified as a highly developed country (see
Table 22.2). In some cases energy use per unit of MVA is either too low,
contributing to a low level of industrialization, or too high, probably one
of the factors contributing to excessive costs of production.

Dynamic Outcome Measure: Percentage Change in Energy Use per 
Unit of MVA

Using data for the years 1990 and 2000, one can compare the relative
improvements in energy use per unit of MVA among the 16 countries and
assign them to three groups (Table 22.7). In this case, one can see
decreases in energy intensity of production among all three categories of
energy use per unit of MVA. The high increases in energy intensity of
production occurred only in countries with relatively low energy use per
unit of MVA. 

Assessment

Five of the six countries with decreases in energy use per unit of MVA
experienced significant increases in MVA per capita and relatively high
percentage increases in MVA between 1990 and 2000. One of the other
two countries (Zimbabwe) with a decrease in energy use per unit of MVA

Table 22.6 Energy Use per Unit of MVA, 2000

Low Energy Use 
per Unit of MVA 
(toe/million US$)

Medium Energy Use 
per Unit of MVA 
(toe/million US$)

High Energy Use 
per Unit of MVA 
(toe/million US$)

Cote d’Ivoire (110) Bolivia (730) Pakistan (1540)
Ethiopia (360) Chile (770) Vietnam (1740)
Turkey (380) Zimbabwe (780)
Sudan (410) China (870)
Tunisia (430) Egypt (980)
Cameroon (460) Colombia (1000)
Indonesia (500)
Philippines (500)

Note: toe = tons of oil equivalents.
Source: IEA/UNIDO
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experienced a negative change in MVA and MVA per capita, reflecting the
overall decline in economic activity due to the political situation.

Organic Pollutants

Absolute Outcome Measure: BOD Discharge per Unit of MVA

Using WDI data for the year 2000, one can compare 11 of the 18 countries
on the basis of BOD per unit of MVA (tons of BOD per 106 US$ of MVA)
and assign them to three different groups: low, medium, and high BOD
discharge per unit of MVA (Table 22.8).

Table 22.7 Percentage Changes in Energy Intensity of Manufacturing, 
1990–2000

Decrease 
in Energy Use 

per Unit of MVA (%)

Moderate Increase 
in Energy Use 

per Unit of MVA (%)

High Increase 
in Energy Use 

per Unit of MVA (%)

China (–60) Colombia (53) Cameroon (379)
Tunisia (–32) Philippines (44) Sudan (245)
Vietnam (–31) Bolivia (40)
Egypt (–21) Cote d’Ivoire (19)
Zimbabwe (–12) Chile (18)
Indonesia (–7) Pakistan (17)

Turkey (12)
Ethiopia (6)

Source: IEA, UNIDO.

Table 22.8 BOD Use per Unit of MVA, 2000

Low BOD Discharge 
per Unit of MVA 
(ton/million US$)

Medium BOD Discharge 
per Unit of MVA 
(ton/million US$)

High BOD Discharge 
per Unit of MVA 
(ton/million US$)

Turkey (1.2) Bolivia (3.5) Colombia (5.0)
Cameroon (1.7) Pakistan (3.7) China (5.3)
Chile (2.7) Egypt (4.6) Zimbabwe (6.6)

Philippines (4.8)
Indonesia (4.9)

Source: WDI, UNIDO.
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Dynamic Measure: Percentage Change in BOD per MVA, 1990 to 
2000

Using data for the years 1990 and 2000, one can compare the relative
changes in BOD discharge per MVA among the 11 countries (Table 22.9).
In this case, one can see decreases in BOD intensity for 9 out of the 11
countries and increases in BOD intensity for 2 countries. The significant
decrease in BOD per MVA in China, Egypt, and Pakistan over the period
reflects a significant reduction in the absolute level of industrial organic
pollutant release in those countries.

Assessment

Three of the countries with a significant decrease in BOD intensity (China,
Egypt, and Pakistan) experienced a high growth in MVA and MVA per
capita during the period, suggesting that improvements in environmental
and economic performance were compatible. Also, four of the countries
with a modest decrease in BOD intensity (Chile, Indonesia, Philippines,
and Turkey) experienced a high growth in MVA and MVA/capita. Lastly,
one of the two countries with an increase in BOD intensity (Bolivia)
experienced positive growth in MVA and MVA/capita and the other
(Colombia) experienced negative growth in MVA and MVA/capita. 

There are no discernable relationships between levels of BOD intensity
and energy-use intensity in either 1990 or 2000 or between changes in
BOD intensity and energy-use intensity. 

Table 22.9 Percentage Changes in BOD Intensity of Manufacturing, 
1990–2000

Decrease in BOD 
Discharge per 

Unit of MVA (%) 

Moderate Decrease in 
BOD Discharge per 

Unit of MVA (%)

Increase in BOD 
Discharge per 

Unit of MVA (%)

China (–71) Indonesia (–30) Bolivia (5)
Egypt (–47) Philippines (–30) Colombia (31)
Cameroon(–38) Turkey (–30)
Pakistan (–34) Chile (–29)

Zimbabwe (–3)

Source: WDI, UNIDO.
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Integrative Measure

The UNDP Human Development Index (HDI) (UNDP, 2003) is a summary
measure of human development. It measures the average achievement in
a country for a given year on three basic dimensions of human develop-
ment. These are life expectancy at birth, knowledge (combines adult
literacy and enrollments), and standard of living (GDP per capita in terms
of purchasing price parity). Before the HDI is calculated, an index for
each dimension is created. These indexes are minimal and maximal values
(goalposts), for example, the minimal and maximal values for life expect-
ancy at birth, 25 years, and 85 years, respectively. Performance in each
dimension is expressed as a value between 0 and 1. The HDI is then
calculated as a simple average of the dimension indexes, giving a one
third weighting to each dimension. The HDI assessed performance for
175 countries in the latest assessment.

A similar but more modest exercise was done for a Sustainable Industrial
Development Index (SIDI) (see Table 22.10). The SIDI measures the average
achievement in a country for a given year on three basic dimensions of

Table 22.10 SIDIa for 1990 and 2000

Country 1990 2000

Bolivia 0.230 0.130
Cameroon 0.305 0.308
Chile 0.320 0.338
China 0.043 0.150
Colombia 0.227 0.085
Cote d’Ivoire — —
Czech Rep — —
Egypt, Arab Rep. 0.094 0.112
Ethiopia — —
Indonesia 0.106 0.103
Nigeria — —
Pakistan 0.118 0.093
Philippines 0.129 0.097
Sudan — —
Tunisia — —
Turkey 0.568 0.606
Vietnam — —
Zimbabwe 0.175 0.116

a SID index = 1/3 (MVA per unit of BOD) + 1/3 (MVA per 
capita) + 1/3 (MVA per employee).
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industrial development—MVA per capita, employment, and environmental
performance. It is not as refined as the HDI in this chapter as we did not
attempt to set minimal and maximal values on the basis of data for only
18 countries (and then only a subset of those countries, given data
limitations). Instead it just combines all three measures. We tried different
variations with two of the parameters—employment per MVA versus MVA
per employment and BOD per MVA and MVA per BOD. One variation is
reported here just to show the results. The relative gains are consistent
for China and Indonesia, as is the relative loss for Zimbabwe. However,
the changes between the two periods for Egypt and Turkey do not appear
to be reflective of the actual situation. Another apparent limitation is the
relative ranking of the countries in 2000. It would seem that Cameroon
would have a lower aggregate score and that China should have a higher
aggregate score. Perhaps this situation would change if minimal and
maximal values were included, as they were for the HDI. However, such
an attempt was beyond the scope of this effort.

Major Constraints and Obstacles
The country reports describe many and varied obstacles that have hindered
the pursuit of sustainable development since the Earth Summit. It is not
possible to describe them in detail in this chapter. Rather, the chapter
extracts country-specific observations on five generic categories—devel-
opment and implementation of policies and regulations, economic, tech-
nology, human resources, and industry awareness and participation
(Table 22.11).

Policies and Regulations

� Bolivia: The design of environmental norms and regulations has
not taken into account the technical and economic limitations of
enterprises. As a result, only a small number of enterprises have
obtained and implemented an environmental license.

� China: National ministries often pursue inconsistent policies. For
example, there exists a policy that sets a low price for water at
the same time there is policy that promotes conservation of water.
This lack of coordination and cooperation among leading govern-
ment institutions decreases effectiveness of environmental laws. In
addition, the period of implementation of regulations is so short
that enterprises are simply unable to comply with them.
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� Cote d’Ivoire: The national action plan for Agenda 21 has been
formulated, but not effectively implemented. Relevant ministries
are still resolving sectoral differences that stand in the way of
maximizing synergies and minimizing conflicts. The ministries
implementing international environmental agreements see them as
only environmental efforts rather than as instruments for promoting
sustainable development.

� Czech Republic: Environmental considerations are not sufficiently
integrated into development strategies. There is an insufficient
definition of property rights for natural resources that leads to
excessive resource utilization. The Polluter Pays Principle has not
yet been fully applied.

� Egypt: Environment laws have been formulated, but not successfully
implemented, because of geographical and sectoral fragmentation
in decision making. There are too many agencies involved, and
they do not systematically cooperate with each other. As a result,

Table 22.11 List of Obstacles and Constraints to Sustainable Development

Country
Policies and 
Regulations

Economic 
Constraints Technology

Human 
Resources

Industry 
Awareness 
and Partici-

pation

Bolivia + + +
Cameroon +
Chile + + +
China + +
Colombia + +
Cote 

d’Ivoire
+ +

Czech Rep. + + + +
Egypt +
Ethiopia + + + +
Indonesia +
Nigeria + +
Pakistan + +
Philippines +
Sudan + +
Tunisia + +
Turkey + +
Vietnam + +
Zimbabwe + +
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wholly unrelated decisions on industrial development in specific
regions are made; negative impact on the environment results.

� Ethiopia: Laws and regulations prohibiting pollution and creating
occupational standards either are in the pipeline or do not exist
at all. In the cases in which regulations have been promulgated,
they are not being enforced.

� Nigeria: The restriction on land ownership makes investments in
Nigeria unattractive (i.e., investors cannot own the land on which
they build factories).

Economic Constraints

� Chile: The export-oriented liberalization policy has not accelerated
development of the manufacturing industry and not resulted in
industrial restructuring. The progressive tariff system used by some
developed countries discourages high-value-added export.

� Colombia: Weak domestic consumption has resulted in the pro-
duction of the cheapest products rather than those with higher
value added. The financial weakness of many firms has limited
their ability to address environmental issues.

� Ethiopia: Because of lack of finances, many firms cannot invest in
more productive and cleaner technologies. They are only con-
cerned about survival. Import of contraband goods has hampered
the performance of large enterprises such as the textile sector.
Weak domestic demand has forced enterprises to cut costs, thereby
depriving them of the revenues needed to invest in newer tech-
nologies.

� Nigeria: The dependence on crude oil as the major single export
commodity is not economically sustainable.

� Pakistan: Sanctions imposed by the international community and
cuts in development assistance programs have caused serious
financial difficulties.

� Philippines: Former trade protectionist regimes made the country
dependent on the export of primary products, thereby putting great
pressure on the environment. A highly protectionist domestic
regime, a limited domestic market, and lack of competition have
limited the incentive to invest in new machinery.

� Tunisia: Small and medium enterprises have not been able to adjust
to the conditions of the open economy. These enterprises are
characterized by structural weaknesses, undercapitalization, low
productivity, old equipment, and lack of qualified specialized staff.
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� Zimbabwe: High inflation rates and cash flow difficulties have
caused shortages of the foreign exchange needed to import pro-
duction inputs, machinery spare parts, and fuel. This situation
seriously affects the operations of the manufacturing industries
when there are breakdowns of equipment. In addition, the declin-
ing purchasing power of the population due to high inflation rates
and unemployment has decreased domestic consumption.

Technology Limitations

� Bolivia: There is a general lack of incentives for the manufacturing
sector to improve the competitive and innovative capacities. Only
one third of enterprises invest in technology development, inno-
vation projects, and modernization.

� Cameroon: There is still a lack of information about new technol-
ogies.

� Chile: The suppliers offering cleaner technologies are underdevel-
oped. This underdevelopment leads to an imbalance of information
about available goods and services, which in turn increases trans-
action costs.

� Colombia: The main obstacle to technology upgrading is a general
resistance to any kind of change in Colombian enterprises.

� Cote d’Ivoire: There is no national policy for promotion of science
and technology. Most enterprises are operating with old technology
and lack the financial resources to upgrade it.

� Czech Republic: There is insufficient support for the uptake of
environmentally sound technologies. Research about advanced
technologies was seriously eroded as a result of the political
changes in the 1990s. Another problem is that small and medium
enterprises lack both information about and the resources to pur-
chase cleaner technologies.

� Ethiopia: The transfer of new technologies is limited by the absence
of an appropriate patent law.

� Pakistan: Major constraints to technology upgrading are lack of
information on cleaner technologies, sources of funding, and access
to markets that sell environmentally sound technologies.

� Tunisia: Less than one third of enterprises have participated in the
industrial upgrading program supported by the European Union
(EU). And within this number, most are the leading enterprises in
the sector. The rate of small and medium-size enterprises partici-
pating in the upgrading of industrial program still remains very low.
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� Turkey: There is the lack of an information network that industry
can use to access information about and services for tackling
environmental problems.

� Vietnam: The industrial sector is dominated by heavy industry with
an obsolete technology base.

Human Resources

� Bolivia: Another problem is the absence of qualified personnel.
The human resource units in the few firms that have them are not
dedicated to training but mainly to recruitment and administration.

� Indonesia: Qualified personnel and current expertise are largely
concentrated only in some manufacturing subsectors.

� Tunisia: Enterprises lack the human resources to integrate envi-
ronmental considerations into their operations, a serious obstacle
to their competitiveness in new markets.

� Zimbabwe: The qualified labor force has diminished as a result of
the economic and political problems.

Industrial Awareness and Participation

� Bolivia: There is lack of involvement of enterprises in the devel-
opment of policies and environmental norms. The enterprises have
not been consulted in the design and formulation of legal norms
that affect their activities. As a result, the norms are implemented
incorrectly by enterprises.

� Chile: Public authorities still do not provide sufficient information
on sustainable development issues.

� China: The traditional Chinese planning process does not involve
enterprises in the formulation of policies and strategies.

� Cote d’Ivoire: The lack of understanding of the concept of sustain-
able development and its realization at different levels are the main
obstacles to the realization of sustainable development policies and
strategies.

� Egypt: The interaction between industry and government agencies
in policy formulation is limited.

� Ethiopia: For the most part, public officers, employers, and workers
are still not aware of the concept of sustainable development. For
example, many industries still do not opt for environmental man-
agement systems and workers misuse safety equipment, including
by selling it.
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� Tunisia: Very few enterprises have participated in the formulation
of environmental laws and regulations.

Overview of Obstacles and Constraints

Obstacles for development and implementation of sustainable develop-
ment policies and strategies exist at the levels of ministries and enterprises.
On the level of ministries, decisions are often made by different groups
and are fragmented and not coordinated. Often decisions are made from
a sectoral point of view that leads to insufficient implementation of such
laws and norms by enterprises. On the enterprise level, the business plan
for implementation of strategies is often weak. One reason is that enter-
prises are often not involved in the process of development and adoption
of industry- and environment-related policies and regulations. Even if laws
were developed and adopted, enforcement issues remain because of the
absence of appropriate sanctions.

Economic obstacles are both external and internal to the countries. A
major external obstacle are tariff systems that discourage high-value-added
exports and force the export of low-valued products, which have limited
employment and wage possibilities. Even when free trade zones are
created with an economically stronger partner, such as between North
Africa and the EU, most domestic enterprises are threatened because of
their structural weaknesses, undercapitalization, low productivity, and lack
of qualified staff. Major internal obstacles are the lack of competition
among domestic producers and a limited domestic market that discourages
the rates of investment needed to increase output and improve produc-
tivity.

The existence of old polluting industry in many developing and tran-
sition economies is a serious obstacle to sustainable development. There
is a lack of information about environmentally sound technologies (ESTs)
as well as the financial resources to acquire them, particularly in small
and medium-size enterprises. Some countries lack special policies and
strategies for the promotion of ESTs, and others have policies that actually
discourage the uptake of ESTs

In many transition economy countries, political changes caused an
erosion of the research base of the industry.

Many countries still lack qualified engineers who are willing to work
with industry. Moreover, only a few firms invest in training and develop-
ment of human resources.

The lack of awareness of sustainable development issues is present
on all levels, from ministries and employers to workers. This lack leads
to the situation in which sustainable development issues are simply not
a matter of concern.
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Recommendations for Further Actions and Priorities

Policies and Regulations

� Bolivia: It is necessary to pursue a new development scenario that
will consider solidarity and cooperation as equally important forces
in sustainable development. On the level of policy making, it is
required to establish strategies that are based on holistic views and
take into account complexities and interdependence of factors of
sustainable development.

� Cameroon: Planning of the sustainable development strategy
should be done in a more efficient way. The strategy needs to
include legislative and regulative proposals for implementation of
the strategy. Cameroon needs to build a more exhaustive and
ambitious action plan for sustainable development.

� Chile: New policies need to be devised and implemented that take
into account social concerns (increased unemployment) to com-
plement the economic reforms, which have focused almost exclu-
sively on improving resource and energy use.

� China: There is a need for policy changes that balance the scale
economies of large enterprises and the employment effects of small
and medium-size enterprises.

� Colombia: It is urgent to increase the efficiency of public institu-
tions, modernize the judiciary system, and develop institutions on
the local level.

� Cote d’Ivoire: Ivorian industry strategy should necessarily take into
account the changes relative to globalization of the economy and
the new role of international trade. On this account, the industrial
strategy will continue to be based on achieving two strategic
objectives: the implementation of the industrial upgrading program
in order to improve the competitiveness of production units and
the mainstreaming of environmental considerations in production
and consumption systems.

� Czech Republic : Coordinating the plans of the Czech Confederation
of Industry and Transport with the government, parliament, labor
unions, and international community is required, as is the promo-
tion of regional development.

� Ethiopia: The government needs to finalize three environmental
proclamations, the Industrial Environmental Policy and Strategy,
the Pollution Control Regulations, and the Environmental Impact
Assessment Guideline.
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� Indonesia: The government must recognize environmentally sound
performance as a critical component of good corporate governance
now that Indonesian industry is under pressure to reform business
practices and to compete successfully in the global economy.

� Nigeria: In order to attract foreign investors to develop industry in
Nigeria, it is necessary to reform land ownership laws.

� Zimbabwe: Strengthening of the institutional capacity for develop-
ment of planning and economic management is recommended.

Economic Development

� Bolivia: The reversal of the import–export gap and Bolivia’s place
in a global economy require a transformation of the manufacturing
sector through the elimination of institutional obstacles, increased
competitiveness and productivity, and new higher-value-added
products.

� China: Growth of the service sector should be encouraged because
of, among other reasons, its importance to the manufacturing
sector. Research, design, accounting, consultancy service, informa-
tion collection and dissemination, and goods distribution are insep-
arable from an efficient and effective manufacturing system,
especially in a global knowledge-based society, and should be
promoted.

� Czech Republic: Industry should be restructured with the aim of
increasing productivity, competitiveness, and orientation to ecoef-
ficiency and gradual decrease in the consumption of natural
resources, particularly nonrenewable resources.

� Egypt: In order to integrate Egypt into the global economy, it is
necessary to remove several barriers such as taxation, custom tariffs,
and logistics charges for shipping and aviation transportation.

� Nigeria: The growth of non–oil industry activities should be encour-
aged with foreign direct investment. Special efforts are necessary
to eliminate unnecessary taxes that stifle initiative, to remove
excessive regulatory constraints, and to promote confidence in the
stability of the business environment.

� Vietnam: An increase in foreign direct investment is needed to
accelerate Vietnam’s integration into the global economy.

Technology Development

� Czech Republic: Important prerequisites for long-term sustainability
in the country are the stabilization and gradual decrease in
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consumption of natural resources and particularly of nonrenewable
resources. The most relevant task for the forthcoming years is the
transition to ecoeffective, preventive, and partnership approaches,
which would lead to waste minimization.

� Egypt: It is recommended that the private sector invest more in
research and innovation.

� Indonesia: Greater efforts are needed to promote cleaner produc-
tion and the transfer of environmentally sound technologies.

� Pakistan: Industrial outreach centers are needed for promoting not
only cleaner production but also more advanced environmentally
sound technologies, pollution control, and environmental manage-
ment.

� Philippines: Additional incentives are needed to encourage more
efficient processes and cleaner production and firms’ adoption of
international environmental management standards.

� Tunisia: Information technologies and the establishment of tech-
nology parks (technopoles) are needed to promote higher-value-
added industries.

� Vietnam: An effective ban on the import of obsolete technologies
is needed.

Human Resources

� Colombia: New employment opportunities should be created in
both urban and rural areas by strengthening small and medium
enterprises.

� Nigeria: On-the-job training and enhanced human capacity building
should be provided with the objective of increasing the number
of skilled managers and technicians. There is a need for specific
programs to increase the participation of women in industry and
to remedy gender discrimination.

Industry Awareness and Participation

� Egypt: The channels for communication and interaction between
the government and private sector should be strengthened.

� Ethiopia: The state and civil society alliance in the service of
sustainable development such as the National Commission on
Sustainable Development should be strengthened.

� Philippines: A continuous dialogue between the public and private
sectors is required, as well as the establishment of a national
roundtable on industrial policy and environmental protection.
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� Tunisia: It is necessary to increase the awareness of small and
medium-size enterprises regarding raw material conservation, water
and energy savings, and ecoefficient practices, with a view to
improving their economic and environmental performance and to
developing their internal capacity for adopting and managing envi-
ronmentally sound technologies.

� Turkey: An expanded partnership between the state and private
sector enterprises is needed to raise awareness of the need for
environmentally sound production.

Overview of Priorities for Future Action

National sustainable development strategies should be part of the socio-
economic development strategies in order that environmental objectives
are on a par with more conventional economic objectives, such as in-
creased employment, import substitution, and export promotion.

In most countries, industry should be restructured in order to increase
productivity, competitiveness, and ecoefficiency. It is important to reorient
the industry to production of the high- and medium-value-added goods
and to expand the role of the service sector, which can provide basic
support services for the manufacturing sector.

Manufacturing extension centers should offer integrated support pack-
ages for cost reduction, improved product quality, and uptake of envi-
ronmentally sound technologies. For human development, programs for
education and on-the-job training should be established and financed in
order to increase the productivity of work and to increase employment
possibilities in sectors manufacturing high- and medium-value-added
goods.

For effective policy making, it is essential that all relevant parties, such
as trade unions, civil society organizations, and representatives of business,
participate in the decision-making process, preparation of plans and
strategies, and formulation of realistic implementation measures.

Conclusion
Two major conclusions emerge from our review of the progress of 18
developing and transition economies in pursuing sustainable development
with regard to the manufacturing sector over the period 1990 to 2000.
First, there is a lack in most countries of basic data about environmental
withdrawals (resource use) and environmental releases (pollutant dis-
charges) as well as important social parameters needed to characterize
their performance. Most countries have yet to undertake at- source
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monitoring and reporting on the most basic sustainable development
indicators more than 10 years after the Earth Summit. Second, in spite of
data limitations, it is possible to think that some countries have made
remarkable progress in their pursuit of sustainable development. For
example, China and Egypt managed to achieve high growth in the man-
ufacturing sector and significant reductions in energy use and discharge
of organic pollutants. In addition, Egypt increased employment in the
manufacturing sector, and China managed to offset, to some extent,
employment losses in state-owned enterprises with employment gains in
privately owned enterprises. Other countries have made notable progress,
such as Chile, Tunisia, and Turkey. Others, such as Colombia and Zim-
babwe, have lost ground.

In reflecting on the obstacles and constraints described in the national
reports, we were struck by two findings about the manufacturing sector
that reinforce the more general findings of the International Forum on
National Sustainable Development Strategies (see introductory section)
and the ideas of the World Bank on the three key functions of an effective
institutional environment.4 First, most national reports state that there has
been either little or inadequate participation of the manufacturing sector
in the sustainable development planning and implementation efforts.
Second, most national reports describe significant institutional and sectoral
barriers impeding the formulation of a clear and implementable strategy
that would enhance the contribution of industry to sustainable develop-
ment.

In looking at the full national reports and the recommendations for
future actions and priorities, we found ourselves returning to the obser-
vations described previously. First, in reviewing the full reports, we could
find limited quantitative or even qualitative data on environmental quality
and any additional economic or social data other than what we could
locate in international data sources. Only a few of the countries are
collecting at-source data on industrial resource use and pollutant discharge,
such as China, Czech Republic, and Turkey. Without understanding the
problems confronting a country, mobilizing industry and governments to
take action is difficult. It should come as no surprise that the three countries
that have been “picking up signals” are the ones making significant
progress in pursuing sustainable development.

Second, most of the reports, some more emphatically than others,
acknowledged the importance of industry participation in formulating and
implementing sustainable development strategies. Dialogue and trust
among the various participants are essential if sustainable development
strategies are to become more than words on paper.

Third, better and in cases even basic integration of social and envi-
ronmental considerations into industrial development strategies and
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policies is seen as necessary. More effective policy integration requires
improved coordination, cooperation, and coherence (Luken and Hesp,
2003). The reports describe some promising examples of coordination and
cooperation among various policy domains and their respective institutions
aimed at reducing environmental pressure and more broadly at achieving
sustainable development. However, much more needs to be done.

In reflecting on the logjam in moving forward with sustainable devel-
opment efforts for the manufacturing sector, one is struck by the need
for a Sustainable Production Initiative (SPI) that would link existing capac-
ities to pursue simultaneously developmental, environmental, and tech-
nological objectives. This new initiative would differ from past efforts in
three ways. First, the SPI requires national governments to make a case
for pursuing sustainable development with the manufacturing sector. There
is an amazing amount of information of both a qualitative and a quanti-
tative nature available that is not being used to construct an overall picture
of the sustainable development situations in most countries.

 Second, the SPI would secure the active involvement of the industrial
sector in the process of formulating NSDSs, in putting together a 10-year
framework for sustainable production, as called for at WSSD; in achieving
realistic improvements in the command and control regulatory programs;
and in building firm-level technology upgrading programs. Third, the SPI
would be a private sector–led initiative, most likely undertaken by the
leading national industrial association, which would work with govern-
mental, industrial, and environmental ministries. Industry and governments
would have clearly defined roles and responsibilities within the SPI.

Notes
1. In the International Standard Industrial Classification (ISIC), industry

includes mining and quarrying (ISIC2), manufacturing (ISIC3), electricity
and gas (ISIC4), and construction (ISIC5). UNIDO’s work is all related to
manufacturing. In this book, the terms industry and manufacturing are
synonymous.

2. UNIDO Industrial Statistics.
3. Bolivia, Brazil, China, Costa Rica, Cuba, Ghana, Jamaica, Nepal, Nigeria,

Philippines, South Africa, Uganda, and Yemen.
4. These three categories are similar to those identified in World Bank (2003),

“Sustainable Development in a Dynamic World,” “World Development
Review 2003,” Washington, D.C. According to the World Bank, the three
key functions of the institutional environment in promoting human well-
being are picking up signals, balancing interests, and executing and imple-
menting solutions (p. 37).



Industry and Sustainable Development � 531

References
Ahossane, K. (2001). Manufacturing industry and sustainable development in Cote

d’Ivoire. In: R. Luken, J. Alvarez, and P. Hesp, eds., Developing Countries
Industrial Source Book, Vienna, UNIDO, pp. 35–38.

Awad, N.M. (2001). Industry and sustainable development in Sudan—achievements
and prospects. In: R. Luken, J. Alvarez, and P. Hesp, eds., Developing
Countries Industrial Source Book, Vienna, UNIDO, pp. 82–85.

Cadima, P.C., and Aguirre, C.B. (2001). Industry and sustainable development in
Bolivia—achievements and prospects. In: R. Luken, J. Alvarez, and P. Hesp,
eds., Developing Countries Industrial Source Book, Vienna, UNIDO, pp.
6–11.

Erer, S. (2001). Industry and Sustainable Development in Turkey: Achievements
and Prospects. In: R. Luken, J. Alvarez and P. Hesp, eds., Developing
Countries Industrial Source Book, Vienna, UNIDO, pp. 93–97.

Escobar, C.A. (2001). Industry and sustainable development in Colombia. In: R.
Luken, J. Alvarez, and P. Hesp, eds., Developing Countries Industrial Source
Book, Vienna, UNIDO, pp. 30–34.

Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations (FAO) (2003). Water
Resources, Development and Management Service. AQUASTAT. Rome,
FAO.

Guarjena, R. (2001). Industry and sustainable development in Zimbabwe. In: R.
Luken, J. Alvarez, and P. Hesp, eds., Developing Countries Industrial Source
Book, Vienna, UNIDO, pp. 105–111.

Hasnain, S.A., and Nazech, K.M. (2001). Industry and sustainable development in
Indonesia—achievements and prospects. In: R. Luken, J. Alvarez, and
P. Hesp, eds., Developing Countries Industrial Source Book, Vienna,
UNIDO, pp. 58–63.

Huijiong, W. (2001). Sustainable industrial development overview of China—cur-
rent and future perspectives. In: R. Luken, J. Alvarez, and P. Hesp, eds.,
Developing Countries Industrial Source Book, Vienna, UNIDO, pp. 23–29.

Imevbore, A.M.A. (2001). Industry and sustainable development in Nigeria
—achievements and prospects. In: R. Luken, J. Alvarez, and P. Hesp, eds.,
Developing Countries Industrial Source Book, Vienna, UNIDO, pp. 64–69.

International Environmental Agency (2002). Energy Statistics of Non-OECD Coun-
tries 1999–2002. Paris: IEA.

International Labor Organization (2000). Yearbook of Labour Statistics, Geneva,
ILO.

International Labor Organization (2002). Yearbook of Labour Statistics, Geneva,
ILO.

Luken, R., Alvarez, J., and Hesp, P. (2001). Developing Countries Industrial Source
Book, Vienna, UNIDO.

Luken, R., and Hesp, P. (2003). Sustainable Development and Industry? Reports
from Seven Developing and Transition Economies. Cheltenham, England
and Northampton, Mass., Edward Elgar.



532 � Ralph Luken and Nadejda Komendantova-Amann

Malifu, E. (2001). Development of the manufacturing sector in Ethiopia. In: R.
Luken, J. Alvarez, and P. Hesp, eds., Developing Countries Industrial Source
Book, Vienna, UNIDO, pp. 51–57.

Mobarak, A. (2001). The challenges of sustainable development in Egypt. In: R.
Luken, J. Alvarez, and P. Hesp, eds., Developing Countries Industrial Source
Book, Vienna, UNIDO, pp. 46–50.

Moldan, B. (2001). Industrial development in the Czech Republic in the light of
sustainable development. In: R. Luken, J. Alvarez, and P. Hesp, eds.,
Developing Countries Industrial Source Book, Vienna, UNIDO, pp. 39–45.

Nafti, R. (2001). Industry and sustainable development in Tunisia—achievements
and prospects. In: R. Luken, J. Alvarez, and P. Hesp, eds., Developing
Countries Industrial Source Book, Vienna, UNIDO, pp. 86–92.

Sam, D.V., Ha, T.H., Hao, D.H., Nhan, T.V., Nhan, H.T., Toan, P.K., and Duc, L.M.
(2001). Vietnamese national industrial overview. In: R. Luken, J. Alvarez,
and P. Hesp, eds., Developing Countries Industrial Source Book, Vienna,
UNIDO, pp. 98–104.

Tekeu, C., and Noumsi, S. (2001). Industry and sustainable development in
Cameroon—achievements and prospects. In: R. Luken, J. Alvarez, and
P. Hesp, eds., Developing Countries Industrial Source Book, Vienna,
UNIDO, pp. 12–16.

United Nations Department for Economic and Social Affairs (2002). Report on an
Expert Forum on National Sustainable Strategies for Sustainable Develop-
ment. Meeting held in Accra, Ghana 2001, New York, United Nations. 

United Nations Development Programme (2003). Human Development Report
2003, New York and Oxford, Oxford University Press, Technical Note 1,
pp. 340–346.

United Nations Industrial Development Organization Report for Project
NC/PAK/97/018—industrial policy and the environment in Pakistan: Indus-
try and sustainable development in Pakistan. (2001a). In: R. Luken, J.
Alvarez, and P. Hesp, eds., Developing Countries Industrial Source Book,
Vienna, UNIDO, pp. 70–75.

United Nations Industrial Development Organization Report for the Project
NC/PHI/97/020—industrial policy and the environment in the Philippines:
Industry and sustainable development in the Philippines. (2001b). In: R.
Luken, J. Alvarez, and P. Hesp, eds., Developing Countries Industrial Source
Book, Vienna, UNIDO, pp. 76–81.

United Nations Industrial Development Organization (2003). Industrial Statistic
Database, Vienna, UNIDO.

Urzua, O. (2001). Development of manufacturing industry and sustainable devel-
opment in Chile. In: R. Luken, J. Alvarez, and P. Hesp, eds., Developing
Countries Industrial Source Book, Vienna, UNIDO, pp. 17–22.

World Bank (2003). Sustainable Development in a Dynamic World, World Devel-
opment Review 2003, Washington, D.C.: World Bank.

World Bank (2003). World Development Indicators 2003, Washington, D.C.: World
Bank. 



533

Chapter 23

Toward Sustainable 
Tourism: Moving Beyond 
Ecotourism

Graham Miller and Tracy Berno

CONTENTS 

Introduction............................................................................................................. 533
Tourism: A Dynamic Concept ............................................................................... 534
Reconceptualizing Sustainable Tourism ................................................................ 538
Stakeholder Involvement........................................................................................ 544
Moving beyond Conceptions: Indicators of Sustainable Tourism ...................... 546
Toward Sustainable Tourism: Moving beyond “Eco” .......................................... 547
Conclusion............................................................................................................... 548
References ............................................................................................................... 548

Introduction
This chapter reviews the changing conceptualizations of the tourism
industry, particularly as they relate to sustainable tourism (ST). It is argued
that having identified the potentially negative environmental impacts of
tourism and having moved beyond a simple recognition of the economic
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benefits of tourism, development planners now need to advance again
beyond the reactionary interpretation that ST is synonymous with ecot-
ourism. This requires a more sophisticated understanding of the tourism
industry that integrates the industry with other sectors of the economy
and seeks further stakeholder involvement to promote sustainable devel-
opment (SD). The chapter concludes by presenting a discussion of the
need to facilitate this conceptual shift through the development of indi-
cators that can assist in monitoring whether tourism is moving toward or
away from sustainability.

Tourism: A Dynamic Concept
Tourism has a lengthy and dynamic history. Through graffiti on the
pyramids in Egypt, there is evidence of travel for leisure purposes dating
back to a time when the pyramids would have been contemporary
structures. Tourism has evolved from being predominantly the domain of
the rich and privileged and the “Grand Tour” to an age of mass tourism.
The post–World War II era saw an unprecedented growth in international
tourism. This rapid growth was predicated on socioeconomic changes in
the more developed countries. Changes such as higher incomes, better
income distribution, longer paid holidays, improvements in transportation
technology, and a decline in travel costs provided the means for people to
travel in numbers never before realized (Cooper et al., 1993). Further
encouraging the growth of the phenomenon was a very positive image of
tourism development conveyed by the advocacy platform and the willing-
ness of the World Bank and other institutions to fund tourism projects
(Pleumarom, 1994).

In 1950, there were 25 million international tourist arrivals. This figure
increased to 692 million in 2001 and is predicted to reach 1 billion by
the year 2010 (World Tourism Organisation [WTO], 2003). Over the 50
years from 1950 to the present, tourist arrivals have grown at an average
annual rate of 7%, while the receipts from tourism have grown at an
average annual rate of 12% to reach US$463 billion at current prices (WTO,
2003).

Currently, tourism is the world’s largest economic sector and its eco-
nomic importance is indisputable. Tourism is one of the top five export
categories for 83% of all countries in the world and the main source of
foreign exchange for at least 38% of countries. By the late 1990s, inter-
national tourism and international fare receipts accounted for approxi-
mately 8% of total export earnings on goods and services worldwide.
Total international tourism receipts (inclusive of international fares)
amounted to an estimated US$532 billion, surpassing all other international
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trade categories. Tourism is the only international trade in services in
which the less developed countries (LDCs) have consistently had surpluses
compared with the rest of the world. Between 1980 and 1996, LDCs’
positive balance in the travel account rose from US$4.6 billion to US$65.9
billion. This was driven primarily by the growth of inbound tourism to
countries in Asia, the Pacific, and Africa (WTO, 2003).

International tourism, with its emphasis on the exploitation of “free”
resources (sun, sea, sand, and friendly people), has become an attractive
option for economic development for LDCs. From the birth of mass tourism
in the 1950s, the tourism industry has largely been seen as an economic
panacea and mostly bereft of environmental, social, or political impact.
Tourism, unlike other development options such as manufacturing, mining,
or forestry, was widely perceived to be a clean and renewable industry.
Zierer (1952, cited in Cohen, 1978, p. 218) states confidently, “A notable
characteristic of the tourism industry is that it does not, or should not,
lead to the destruction of natural resources.”

Because it drew on “free” natural, historical, social, and cultural
resources, tourism was also thought to be less capital intensive in its
requirements for development. Tourism was seen to have potential to be
a major driving force for economic development in many LDCs because
of its large potential multiplier and spillover effects on the rest of the
economy and its generation of jobs for unskilled and semiskilled workers
(Archer 1985). Particularly for LDCs with limited exploitable natural
resource bases, tourism was seen as a viable development option offering
an important opportunity for economic diversification (WTO and IHRA,
1999). Convinced by the economic benefits of the industry, the World
Bank was an enthusiastic supporter of tourism development and loaned
nearly $500 million to tourism projects between 1969 and 1979 (Lanfant
and Graburn, 1991). Stankovic (1979, p. 25) characterizes the effusive
views of tourism, opining, “tourism … can, more than many other activities,
use and valorise such parts and elements of nature as are of almost no
value for other economic branches and activities.” Bartelmus (1994) refers
to this neoclassical view as an “empty-world” approach because of the
way the environment and humans are excluded from consideration; such
an exploiattive approach to natural resources was typical of the age before
Carson’s seminal Silent Spring (Carson, 1966).

In addition to the numerical growth of tourism, there has been an
increasing spread of tourism to encompass almost all the reaches of the
globe. This has been accompanied by a diversification of the tourism
product from the traditional sun, sea, and sand offering. Concomitant with
this quantitative and qualitative rise, from the mid-1960s, there emerged
a growing disquiet about the level and type of negative impacts the
industry effected.



536 � Graham Miller and Tracy Berno

Among tourism academics, the unquestioning acceptance of tourism
as a panacea was replaced in the 1970s and early 1980s by an era of the
critique. By the early 1970s, the potential negative impacts of tourism were
being considered (see, for example, Young, 1973). These early critiques of
tourism as a development tool focused primarily on the negative sociocul-
tural impacts (deKadt, 1979), but as international tourism continued to grow
exponentially, that negative impacts were effected on the societies, environ-
ments and economies of destinations became apparent as well.

Along the same lines, Plog (1974, p. 4) cautiously observed that “des-
tinations carry with them the potential seeds of their own destruction, as
they allow themselves to become more commercialized and lose their
qualities which originally attracted tourists.” Among the many epoch-
marking works, Budowski (1976) and Cohen (1978) focused on the
environmental impacts of tourism; Cohen (1972), deKadt (1979), Doxey
(1975), and MacCannell (1976) the sociocultural impacts; Britton (1982)
and de Kadt (1979) the political consequences; Bryden (1973) questioned
the previously unchallenged economic value of tourism.

While the critiques of the 1970s raised awareness of the potential
impacts of tourism, the response adopted by the protagonists of the
industry during the mid-1980s was described as adaptive (Jafari 1989).
The initial response to these negative impacts involved a series of initiatives
undertaken by public sector bodies to attempt to manage tourism through
visitor management techniques. These initiatives were designed to ameliorate
the worst of the impacts in the short term. Overall, these were small-scale,
localized initiatives that did not attempt to change the nature of tourism as
a whole (Swarbrooke, 1999). They were, nevertheless, the precursors of ST.

This promulgation of alternative forms of tourism seemed reactionary
rather than adaptive and gave rise to the vilification of mass tourism
(Butler, 1990; McElroy and de Albuquerque, 1996; Smith and Eadington,
1992; Turner and Ash, 1975). Mass tourism came to be synonymous with
unsustainable practices, seen as being responsible for the deleterious
effects of tourism on environments and societies. As a consequence, with
the emphasis on small-scale developments, community involvement, and
the preeminence of environmental protection, the rise of alternative tour-
ism and “ecotourism” was seen as championing a sustainable way forward
(Wight, 1993).

The idea that there is one type of tourism that is an alternative to mass
tourism demonstrates the intellectual weakness of alternative tourism and
hints at the value of the concept more as a marketing tool to attract higher-
spending tourists than as a useful conceptual contribution. Further, in
prioritizing the environment, the most sustainable forms of tourism risked
being overlooked because of the ideological filters through which tourism
development was viewed during this period. In particular, the propensity
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to use the term ecotourism synonymously with sustainable tourism dis-
plays an inadequate understanding of both terms as not all forms of
ecotourism are sustainable, and not all ST takes place in natural areas. It
could even be suggested that an ecotourist can be more demanding than
the mass tourist, who may not desire to visit endangered species in remote
locations (Berno and Bricker, 2001). Additionally, the needs and wastes
of the mass tourist may be more readily planned for and managed in
large numbers, incorporating economies of scale (Wall, 1997).

The relationship between ST and ecotourism has to be critically eval-
uated with a recognition that the latter can be diametrically opposed to
the former (Swarbrook, 1999; WTO and UNEP, 2000). For tourism to be
sustainable, all forms of tourism (not just elite forms of alternative tourism)
must move toward the goal of sustainability (deKadt, 1979; Krippendorf,
1987; WTO and UNEP, 2000). The “alternative tourism” approach is further
dismissed in an essay by Butler (1990: p. 41), who confirms that, “mass
tourism need not be uncontrolled, unplanned, short term or unstable.
Green tourism is not always and inevitably considerate, optimising, con-
trolled, planned and under local control.”

Wheeller (1994, p. 10) describes the concept of ecotourism as “an
altruistic, even noble concept hijacked for commercial and material pur-
poses,” and this is a view supported by Wight (1993), who believes
increasingly ecotourism is little more than an exercise in “greenwash” to
attract more customers. Indeed, it is the problem of numbers that identifies
a further intellectual weakness of ecotourism. Wheeller (p. 92) sums up
the conundrum: “We have, on the one hand, a problem of mass tourism
growing globally, out of control, at an alarming rate. And what is our
answer? Small-scale, slow, steady, controlled development. They just do
not add up.”

Moreover, as Swarbrooke (1999) pointed out, if there continues to be
a value-based distinction made between “good” tourism (the so-called
alternative forms of tourism) and “bad” tourism (mass tourism), potentially
tourism could become a divisive force in society. Indeed, even at a
destination level, many areas unable to afford alternative tourism rely
instead on the economic returns of mass tourism to help meet develop-
mental needs. Mowforth and Munt (1998) cite the example of Belize’s
ambition to develop into the world’s premier ecotourism destination,
which had to be tempered when insufficient revenue was generated
through this small-scale approach.

By the beginning of the 1990s, the tourism debate entered a period
typified by a need for knowledge about the different forms of tourism
and their potential impacts (Jafari, 1989). This position was achieved by
recognizing that any type of tourism could potentially be sustainable, as
believed by the early advocates of tourism, or not sustainable, as suggested
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by the cautionary writers of the 1970s. Butler (1990, p. 41) comments,
“To promote one form of tourism as a solution to the multiple problems
which can be caused by extensive and long term development is somewhat
akin to selling nineteenth century wonder medicines.”

However, many of the definitions of ST continue to focus on the
relationship between tourism and the natural environment, emphasising
“alternative” or “eco” forms of activities. These initiatives have been
important in highlighting the need to evaluate tourism critically and have
suggested practical ways to address some of the negative social and
environmental impacts of tourism development. Techniques such as envi-
ronmental impact assessment, environmental auditing, pollution control,
and recycling are all useful advancements made from the aim of promoting
environmental conservation (Twining-Ward, 2002). Yet they are not
enough to address in a comprehensive manner the overall sustainability
of tourism. Hunter (1995, p. 164) refers to this as a “pick and mix” approach
to ST that values one aspect of sustainability over others. No single type
of tourism is inherently more sustainable than another. To suggest other-
wise precludes comprehensive critical consideration of the issues.

Additionally, a single focus on environmental issues related to tourism
fails to consider the much broader range of stakeholders that have an
interest in promoting and maintaining tourism as a means for SD. As will
be seen, this narrow focus on the environmental aspects of tourism is
derived from a narrow interpretation of what ST is.

Reconceptualizing Sustainable Tourism
As Berno and Bricker (2001, p. 10) observed,

although a very commendable ideal, sustainable tourism is
fraught with other challenges, both in terms of definition and
operationalization. Tourism is a complex and fragmented phe-
nomenon that despite its critical role in the global economy
does not conform to classical definitions of industry and prod-
uct. Its organization and administration are complex and the
needs of different stakeholder groups are conflicting. Given this
context, how can tourism be sustainable, and what is it that
should be sustained?

Tourism’s sustainability argument developed in parallel (Bramwell and
Lane, 1993) with the broader SD debate. Emerging from this debate were
two clear interpretations, one concerned with sustaining the advancement
of the tourism industry, the other more closely linked with the develop-
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mental literature, concerned with tourism’s contribution to sustaining
development in a wider society. Butler (1993, p. 29) characterizes this
first interpretation of ST as “tourism which is in a form that can maintain
its viability in an area for an indefinite period of time” (emphasis added).
The essential element to this definition is that tourism is concerned to
maintain “its” viability over an indefinite period. This is clearly the defi-
nition of ST that has been developed by those in the tourism industry,
and not the definition that has crossed from the developmental literature,
although it is equally clear that a tourism industry that is not sustained is
not in a position to contribute to SD.

Alternatively, Butler (1993, p. 29) describes tourism in a SD context as
“tourism which is developed and maintained in an area in such a manner
and at such a scale that it remains viable over an indefinite period and
does not degrade or alter the environment (human and physical) in which
it exists to such a degree that it prohibits the successful development and
well-being of other activities and processes” (emphasis added). Godfrey
(1998, p. 214) also identifies the link between self-sustaining tourism and
tourism in a SD context: “ST is thus not an end in itself, nor a unique or
isolated procedure, but rather an interdependent function of a wider and
permanent socioeconomic development process.”

Tourism is an integrated system in which the constituent parts are
linked. Therefore, a change in one part affects the other parts. As such,
tourism must be approached holistically. The need to tie firmly the
sustainability of the tourism industry to the success of other industrial
sectors is central to the reconceptualization of ST. In many ways, ST is
about the competition for and distribution of finite resources. A balance
must be struck between tourism and other existing, and potential activities.
Trade-offs between sectors may be necessary if the greater good of SD
is to be achieved (Berno and Bricker, 2001; Wall, 1997). As Hunter (1995,
p. 161) states, “It is a truism that no set of delineated human endeavours
comprising one socioeconomic sector, such as tourism, can ever exist in
total isolation from other sectors.” Similarly, almost a decade before, Getz
(1986, p. 31) had warned tourism planners “not to act in isolation from
other social, economic and environmental planning. There is a tendency
to think of tourism planning as a separate problem, narrowly defined to
include only marketing and visitor services. Existing theory and knowledge
about the possible multitude of impacts of tourism completely discredits
that approach.”

The frequency of these warnings suggests that tourism has indeed
become dissociated from other industrial sectors in terms of its aims and
consideration of its impacts, preferring instead to target attention on
matters relating directly to its business area. Jenner and Smith (1992), in
identifying the interdependence of tourism and the environment, recognize
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the impact of tourism on the environment and the impact of other
industries on tourism but fail to address the reciprocal problems tourism
can cause for other industries. The common word sustainable belies the
different goals of ST and SD, which are not necessarily the same.

Clarke (1997, p. 228) is also indicative of this separatism and feeling
that the proprietorial tourism industry is in competition with other indus-
tries for the scarce resources necessary: “The tourism industry must protect
its assets” (emphasis added). This may be the view of private industry,
and in order to sustain the tourism industry, it is axiomatic that resources
be secured before the concern for losing them is considered. Further, it
is to be assumed that one industry is only concerned with its own industry,
although for an industry reliant on so many intangible factors this is a
myopic approach and one that is ultimately doomed.

The concept of ST was embraced by the industry with minimal con-
sideration of the theoretical link between the concept of SD and the
particularities of the context of tourism. As Harrison (1996, p. 72) stated,
“By combining development (inevitably a value laden concept) with sus-
tainability (which is allegedly nonoperational and reformist) we thus arrive
at the doubly vague concept of SD, only then to focus on one aspect of
this dubious process—that of ST.”

The concept of ST is variously interpreted as a process of tourism
development or an outcome of tourism development. This lack of con-
sensus on its meaning and application has led to the suggestion that
“defining sustainable development in the context of tourism has become
something of a cottage industry in the academic literature of late” (Garrod
and Fyall, 1998, p. 199). There has been an almost unquestioning accep-
tance that the principles and objectives of SD can be applied to tourism.
As a result, fundamental questions about tourism’s role in development
in general, and the validity of the concept of ST in particular, have not
been addressed adequately (Berno and Bricker, 2001).

For Hunter (1995) the view of ST as concerned with sustaining the
tourism industry is the “dominant paradigm,” one in which a “tourism-
centric” view is taken of sustainability. Within this view, Healey and Shaw
(1994) believe that there is a preference for the economic over the
environmental, and Craik (1995) places the environment above sociocul-
tural matters for consideration. Yet, what is central to the criticism is that
“the general SD debate is somehow external to the process of interpreting
ST” (Hunter 1997, p. 856). One reason for this interpretation of ST must
in part be caused by the commercial sector’s input into muddying the ST
concept, whereas the industry was absent to a greater extent from the
more abstracted SD debate.

Harrison (1996) argues that the phrase ST has just become a label with
no meaning that is attached to any product the tourism industry wishes
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to sell. Wall (1997) is similarly critical, believing that the phrase is often
used as a marketing gimmick to create an illusion of clean and green
products (Wickers, 1992). Krippendorf (1982, p. 140) opines, “So long as
the short-sighted tourism companies can reckon with increasing growth
rates, that is all they are interested in. Those who are only concerned
with the short-term, as most of them are, feel that the consequences of
growth are insignificant.” Yet there is some evidence to suggest that local
residents and tourism consumers are increasingly forcing the industry to
change direction and accept to a greater extent the impacts of tourism
on the tourism industry, although the problem of public goods still stifles
concerted action (Haywood, 1993). However, the dominant paradigm does
ensure that the tourism industry is largely not concerned with the impacts
on unrelated industries.

Muller (1994) believes that the tourism industry needs to strike a
balanced approach on the thorny path to SD. Muller’s (1994, p. 132)
“magic pentagon,” presented in Figure 23.1, shows that the five elements
identified need to be held in approximation to each other: “The target
situation is balanced tourism development,”

Muller (1994, p. 133) continues: “The tourism development we aim for
is economically productive, socially responsible and environmentally con-
scious. We are prepared to cease pursuing further development when it

Figure 23.1 The magic pentagon. (From Muller, 1994.)
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leads to an intolerable burden for our population and environment. We
want to avoid the pitfalls of economic imperatives.” The problem with
such a statement is again that the tourism-centric nature is evident rather
than the contribution that tourism can make to SD. The tourism industry
may be best placed to provide employment at the expense of balance,
resulting in an industry that is not sustainable (in terms of being in balance)
on its own but increases sustainability in a society as a whole.

Where there is need for balance, then it is across industries, rather than
within an industry. Urry (1990, p. 23) reminds us that “the more exclusively
an area specializes in tourism, the more depressed its general wage levels
will be.” When the industry is considered in isolation, as Clarke (1997)
highlights, the opportunity costs of tourism are not considered, with the
result that tourism is promoted, literally, at all costs. UNEP (1995, p. 30)
recognizes this risk:

We want to counter the danger of one-sided economic devel-
opment and over dependence on the tourist trade. We support
the strengthening of agriculture and small-scale trade as well
as their partnership with tourism. We strive for a qualitative
improvement of jobs in tourism. We also continually explore
all possibilities for the creation of new jobs outside the tourist
trade.

Butler (1998, p. 28) endorses this view: “To talk of ST in the sense
that tourism could (and should) achieve SD independently of other activ-
ities and processes is philosophically against the true nature of the concept,
as well as being unrealistic.”

This “whole economy” perspective (Harris and Nelson, 1993) requires
the kind of holistic planning that Bramwell and Lane (1993), Inskeep
(1991), Gunn (1994), and Getz (1986) among many others, call for.
However, this assumes a level of control over the planning process that
is unrealistic. Berno and Bricker (2001) observe that there are several
inherent challenges in applying the holistic principles of SD to tourism.
These include the nature of the tourism industry and product, the frag-
mented fashion in which decisions about tourism are made, and the
diverse and often conflicting interests in tourism development held by a
broad range of stakeholders. Critical decisions about tourism development
are made at local, national, regional, and international levels.

Despite the apparent vertical integration of these levels, decisions are
often made in a mutually exclusive fashion, with little or no consultation
or collaboration. Governments, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs),
and various professional and industry organizations, which often have
diverse and conflicting interests in tourism development, further overlay
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this organizational structure. Further, within each of these levels exists the
“plant” that tourism comprises (i.e., commercial enterprises that provide
services such as accommodation, transportation, and tour operations).
Finally, the tourists, the “consumers” of the tourism “product,” constitute
the demand side of tourism. They enter the system with their own unique
and diverse ranges of motivations, attitudes, and values. Each one of these
components and levels in the tourism system must be considered in the
operationalization of SD practices.

Also playing a critical role in ST development is the distribution of
power and control influencing the nature of development within the
industry. With the increase in transnational corporate (TNC) interest in
tourism and the emergence of global alliances in all aspects of the tourism
product (e.g., airlines, hotels, tour operators), it is not clear where the
power and control lie to promote and enforce sustainable practices. The
profit-driven, immediate economic return orientation of the tourism indus-
try is often in direct conflict with the need to protect the social and
environmental resources that are under increasing pressure.

Finally, the interests and needs of the different stakeholders in tourism
must also be taken into consideration. Stakeholders in tourism are a broad
range of participants who have both rights and responsibilities within the
system. Swarbrooke (1999) has identified six main stakeholder groups that
have an interest in tourism: the public sector (supragovernmental organi-
zations, national governments, local bodies, and quasi-governmental orga-
nizations), the tourism industry, voluntary sector organizations, the host
community, the media, and the tourists themselves.

Clearly, there is a need for partnership and cooperation among these
various interests in tourism. However, it must be appreciated that these
different interest groups have a variety of goals in relation to tourism
development. Applying key principles for ST to this scale of participants,
and their varying needs is extremely complex and difficult to control.
Hardin (1968) illustrated the problem of this lack of control with the result
that the common good was reduced in favor of individual gain.

For Murphy (1984), this is analogous to the decline in collective
community and a move toward an individualistic society. This also parallels
the divide between tourism that contributes to SD and tourism that is
concerned with sustaining its own industry. If strict control cannot be
exerted at the planning level over the developments within that area, then
it becomes difficult to argue that tourism is making a deliberate contribu-
tion to SD. This leaves the potential for the tourism industry still to make
positive contributions to SD, but only when doing so coincides with the
goal of ensuring the profitability of the tourism industry.
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Stakeholder Involvement
Simmons (1994, p. 98) contends that because of changing consumer
demands for a greater cultural component to their holidays, there is greater
recognition by the private sector of the needs for local involvement in
the tourism industry and states that “residents of destination areas are
being seen increasingly as the nucleus of the tourism product.” Although
this provides a commercial rationale for stakeholder involvement, Murphy
(1984, p. 171) states, “Input from concerned community groups could
provide a balance to the ST objectives of the business sector, and possibly
encourage greater variation and local flavour in future projects.” Moreover,
Pigram (1990, p. 6) believes, “Undoubtedly, decision making in the tourism
sphere would benefit from public input,” and Craik (1995, p. 93) adds,
“Consultative processes are central to the successful development and
implementation of viable development strategies and policies.”

Perhaps the most important way greater stakeholder involvement seeks
to achieve ST is through enhancing the place-specific knowledge of those
managing the development. Stankey (1999) contends that public involve-
ment and genuine participation are crucial to the whole tourism devel-
opment process. Marien and Pizam (1997, p. 165) concur: “ST cannot be
successfully implemented without the direct support and involvement of
those who are affected by it. Therefore, evaluating a community’s sensi-
tivity to the tourism development is the first step in planning for sustained
tourism development.” For Wall (1997, p. 46) the importance of local
differences to the achievement of ST means that the problems must be
tackled at a local level: “While most would agree that if tourism is to
contribute to SD it must be economically viable, environmentally sensitive
and culturally appropriate, the forms which this might take are likely to
vary with location. This in turn means that it will be very difficult to come
up with useful principles for tourism development which are true for all
places and all times.”

Traditionally, stakeholders have been understood to be local residents,
but this approach risks excluding valuable expert contributions on the
basis of where that contribution originates. Clearly, such a position is
fatuous, especially when many projects are blighted by local residents’
lack of expertise to make a useful contribution. Tosun (1999) refers to
the difficulty residents of developing countries face in trying to contribute
to tourism projects developed by slick outsiders with vast resources.

If a stakeholder can be considered as anyone affecting or affected by
a tourism project, then the range of actors is determined by how broad
the definition of tourism is cast. Similarly, if ST is understood to be
concerned only with sustaining the tourism industry, then stakeholders
will be drawn only from a narrow range. Conversely, tourism that
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contributes to SD will enable a much broader range of actors, such as
that suggested by Swarbrook (1999), to be reasonably considered to be
stakeholders. Hence the need is not just to integrate tourism with a broader
range of industrial sectors, but through a reconceptualization of ST to
allow a greater integration of stakeholders within any tourism develop-
ment.

Further weaknesses associated with local involvement center on the
lack of knowledge and awareness of local residents about the tourism
industry. Simmons (1994, p. 106) argues that the knowledge of the public
is “at best barely adequate to instil confidence in the soundness of their
contribution,” reflecting Lucas (1978, quoted in Keogh, 1990): “if full
information is not available on issues under consideration, opportunities
or even rights to participate become meaningless.” Joppe (1996, p. 476)
goes further, believing that because of the way the consultation process
is stacked against the residents, “citizen participation rarely has an effect
on decision making,” with the result that residents are reluctant to engage
further in the process.

The complete absence of stakeholder involvement clearly represents
a problem for tourism development, but achieving only partial stakeholder
involvement can also be difficult. The most widely cited problem is one
of power and the structures that enable or prevent a true representation
of the views of locals and a spread of the benefits. For example, Hall
(1994) refers to the “big men” of Samoa who dominated the apportionment
of tourism’s benefits to their own benefit. Fernando (1995) provides an
excellent, although depressing account of the problems of developmental
work conducted in Sri Lanka and organized through community involve-
ment. The difficulties lie in those people deKadt (1979) refers to as “culture
brokers” and by Nunez (1977) as “marginal men.” These are members of
the community who quickly rise to prominence in the project often
because of language ability, entrepreneurial talent, or current position
within the community, and as such can be seen to perform essential tasks.
However, in the case of Sri Lanka, as those involved with the development
become richer, they sought to expand the project, using what Nettenkoven
(1979, p. 143) in another case describes as “an inexhaustible source of
misunderstanding and false information.”

Through greater stakeholder involvement not only are managers made
aware of the locally specific issues; the process of drawing together
disparate stakeholders is also beneficial in creating mutual understanding.
Hence, there is a benefit of not only the product of stakeholder involve-
ment, but also the process. Yet, despite these benefits, there are few
examples of stakeholder involvement in tourism development, reflecting
the economic and environmental bias ST has come to represent. For
tourism to be able to claim with greater conviction that it is contributing
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to the SD of the destination, there is an urgent need to create greater
stakeholder involvement.

Moving beyond Conceptions: Indicators of Sustainable 
Tourism
Perhaps the greatest criticism to be leveled at the sustainability debate
has been the difficulty in operationalizing the principles once identified.
This chapter concludes by suggesting that if tourism is to become more
sustainable in the future, it needs to develop indicators to allow managers
to monitor its impacts more accurately. In measuring SD and developing
Indicators of Sustainable Development (ISD), the list of acronymic orga-
nizations involved is long and impressive. The European Environment
Agency (EEA), United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the World Bank, World Watch
Institute, International Institute of Sustainable Development (IISD), New
Economics Foundation (NEF), United Nations Commission for Sustainable
Development (UNCSD), and WTO (World Tourism Organisation) are the
main supragovernmental organizations; representation at the national and
subnational levels would lengthen the list significantly.

The need for measurement has an ever-increasing resonance in society,
with a seemingly endless desire to measure the previously unmeasured
and to compare the performance of different providers of service. Schools
are monitored for the value they add, health services for the standard of
care they provide, and transport for the punctuality and quality of provi-
sion. The seeming truism that “what gets measured gets managed” and
increased need for transparency of investment and consumer involvement
have fueled much of the impetus to measure what may previously have
been considered too subjective. Yet, despite this, Weaver and Lawton
(1999, p. 21) in their review argue that “attention to the indicators issue
in the tourism literature has not been as great as one might expect,
considering its pivotal role in the sustainability monitoring process.”

The lack of indicators to measure sustainability has been acknowledged
by many. For example, in the United Kingdom, the Countryside Commis-
sion (1995, p. 9, now the Countryside Agency; quoted in Butler 1999, p.
17) state from a developmental perspective, “a commitment to monitoring
is essential. Without any commitment to measuring impact on either a
qualitative or quantitative basis, it is impossible to decide whether one
is moving towards ST or away from it.” Yet the EEA concedes of its own
indicators “in the view of the agency … (they) have had little success in
arriving at meaningful tourism indicators” (quoted in DCMS, 1999). Good-
all and Stabler (1998, p. 296) concur: “The principles underpinning
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sustainability may be seductively appealing, but there is a gray area
between acceptance of these principles and their translation into workable
environmental objectives or standards. Indeed, the range of appropriate
indicators for measuring environmental performance is not clear-cut.” For
Muller (1994) the goal should simply be to make a start in measuring
impacts at whatever level and in whatever way possible. Thus, although
the goal should be perfect indicators, if a start, however imperfect, is not
made to achieve greater disclosure of information relating to the impacts
of tourism, then there will be no development of the concept.

Developing indicators of ST is an approach that fits well with the goal
of increased stakeholder involvement. Place-specific knowledge can be
added to the development as an identification of what sustainability means
in a certain location. Twining-Ward (2002) provides an excellent account
of how indicators of ST were developed through stakeholder participation
in Samoa and the benefits, not just of the product, but of the process of
linking disparate groups. However, it is inevitably the case that programs
of indicators need funding and the danger exists that the end set of
indicators may reflect not what is truly important to the destination, but
instead to the funding organization (Miller, 2001). This is the politics of
the real world, and, although desirable, it would be naïve to believe that
this should not be the case. Yet such a position does not detract from
the valuable information indicators of ST can provide to a range of actors
able to promote ST, and as such their further development should be
encouraged.

Toward Sustainable Tourism: Moving beyond “Eco”
This chapter has shown how the understanding of the tourism industry
has shifted from regarding it as an economic panacea to recognizing the
impacts that can occur. Out of this paradigm shift emerged the concept
of ST.

Albeit with good intentions, unfortunately that the concept of ST was
embraced with little consideration given to the theoretical linkages
between SD and the problematic of the context of tourism. As a result,
many questions regarding tourism’s role in development and how the
concept of ST can be operationalized (Garrod and Fyall, 1998; Hunter,
1995, 1997) remain unanswered. ST has been accused by some as being
an inadequate concept, raising more questions than it can answer.

Given the importance of tourism to the world’s economy, all serious
thinkers would accept that it is in the best interests of tourism to ensure
the longevity of the resources (natural, social, and economic) on which
it depends (Manning and Dougherty, 1995). However, because of the
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complexity of the tourism industry and product and the fragmented way
in which tourism is organized, achieving ST poses many challenges.
Despite these significant challenges, tourism remains one of the most
significant phenomena in contemporary society, and one that will continue
to grow in size and economic importance. In order to address these
inherent challenges, ST needs to be viewed as a holistic concept, involving
the need to maintain global competitiveness for the long term, while
equipping the industry to deal with immediate opportunities and chal-
lenges. ST, if it is to be achieved, must move beyond just the environment
(the “eco” or “greening” of tourism) and encompass a range of innovative
principles and practices.

Conclusion
This chapter has stressed the need for a more sophisticated appreciation
of the value of the tourism industry to meet developmental needs if a
broader perspective of what is ST is taken. Hunter (1997, p. 864) summa-
rizes: “ST must be regarded as an adaptive paradigm capable of addressing
widely different situations, and articulating different goals.” One way that
such an appreciation can occur is through the development of indicators
of ST. This can provide managers with basic information that will assist
them to promote more sustainability in the broadest sense. The risk of
promoting a “technical” solution such as indicator development is that the
moral argument for promoting ST may become lost amid the pursuit of
data and targets. Yet it is possible that the provision of data will help to
convince even the most empirical of tourism developers and further serve
to increase understanding about the benefits, and limitations, of the tourism
industry to promote ST. In the words of Butler (1998, p. 31):

Inevitably any form of [tourism] development can only be
judged sustainable or unsustainable after a long period of
operation, when it can be ascertained if the demands of the
activity have not prejudiced the needs of what were future
generations when the development began.
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Introduction
From 1991 through 2001, the newly independent nations of the former
Soviet Union operated within the first decade of their independence with
inherited Soviet-style health care systems. Upon gaining their indepen-
dence, and with their history of politically oppressed societies that stifled
entrepreneurial thinking, inexperienced health care managers were unpre-
pared for changing these once centrally administered command econo-
mies.

Their health care systems, judged by Western health care management
models, were incapable of meeting patient care standards that were already
being addressed within the dynamic, business-oriented and consumer-
driven environments of more established democratic countries. They were
burdened by a lack of funding for advanced medical technology, outdated
clinical practice standards and administrative protocols, lack of comparable
academic knowledge and unbiased research base, and an entrenched
bureaucracy that perpetrated a static health care culture focused on
therapeutics instead of disease prevention. During the first decade of this
transition process, programs promoted by international donor organiza-
tions from the United States (United States Agency for International Devel-
opment [USAID]), World Bank (WB), and European Union (EU) to
restructure these health care systems met with considerable barriers and
proved disappointing in changing entrenched behavior by practitioners
and administrators alike.

The purpose of this chapter is to present a brief retrospective review
of some of the intrinsic constraints influencing resistance to health care
system change, anticipated changes to these systems, and actual program
outcomes. Discussion will be within the context of determining the appro-
priateness of these new programs for restructuring these inherited systems.
The intent is to profile both unresolved and ongoing health care system
issues that should be acknowledged now so that reform policies can be
developed to realize sustainable health care system improvement programs
in the future.

Background

Inherited Constraints Influencing Resistance 
to System Change

The newly independent nations and regions of the former Soviet Union
include Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Bosnia, Herzegovina,
Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Georgia, Hungary, Kazakh-
stan, Kyrgyz Republic, Latvia, Lithuania, the former Yugoslav Republic



An Assessment of Health Care System Reform � 555

of Macedonia, Moldova, Poland, Romania, Russian Federation, Slovakia,
Slovenia, Tajikistan, Turkey, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan.
These nations initiated their socioeconomic reforms from somewhat dif-
ferent macroeconomic conditions and have followed somewhat different
strategies regarding the timing of and approach to these reforms (Blejer
et al., 1993).

Although many are now showing more positive economic growth a
decade after the initiation of economic reforms, there is marked variations
in economic performance with prospects getting less favorable as one
moves across the region from west to east (The World Bank Group, 2002).
Within this economic restructuring, these nations are also faced with
reforming their health care systems, which were once operated within a
centrally planned, hierarchically structured economy that appropriated and
used resources, including facilities, equipment, supplies, and personnel,
without consistent accountability standards regarding how, when, for, and
by whom these resources were used (Cholewka, 1999a). Their initial
attempts at developing a more open and democratic socioeconomic and
political environment, on a foundation of inherited economic conditions
along with a legacy of misreported health care outcomes, confronted them
with new health management challenges (see Table 24.1) (Cholewka,
2004).

However, these challenges presented new opportunities for improving
diagnostic and treatment modalities to improve the quality of health
services, professional education, and system organization and manage-
ment. The structure and function of their health care system, based on
institutionalization, that is, hospitalization and medical specialization,
needed to change. The hospital (known as a polyclinic) now had the role
of enhancing health outcomes rather than simply processing (treating)
patients with mental and physical diseases and releasing them into the
community without planned follow-up care. Hospitals could no longer be
managed in isolation from society, and the wider health system and policy
makers now had the responsibility to define broader health care goals
that the health care system had to meet (Healy and McKee, 2001).

Anticipated Program Outcomes by Western Donor 
Organizations

The financial resources of these nations were, and continue to be, both
inadequately and inappropriately allocated to satisfy the demand for health
and social services. The declining health status of the population post
independence revealed and confirmed that the return on investment of
the Soviet-style health care system was low. It was determined that if this
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situation were not changed, without a healthy workforce and reduced tax
burden, enterprises could not become viable and contribute to macroeco-
nomic development and growth. Thus, the productivity of the health
sector, that is, production of favorable results or outcomes in an efficient

Table 24.1 Legacy of Soviet-Style Health Care Services in Central and 
Eastern Europe

Issues Health Care System Pre Independence

Health status of 
population

High mortality and morbidity rates due to nutritional, 
behavioral, and environmental risk factors

Policy making and 
system 
management

Emphasis on therapeutic (medical) versus prophylactic 
model

Centralized financing and administration
Poor professional practice and ethical standards
Lack of response to local and community needs (system 

based on dependent beneficiaries versus informed 
consumers)

Emphasis on institutionalized (hospitalized) care and 
continued proliferation of specialized health care facilities 
and personnel

Lack of emphasis on behavioral and mental health services
Universal access touted but access to system only to groups 

and individuals designated as politically and ethnically 
expedient 

Structure Centrally planned and administered system by Moscow, 
Russia

Function Ineffective and inefficient
Highly bureaucratic with widespread corruption
Lack of focus on continuous monitoring of health care 

services for quality improvement
Resources Statistical norms for structure, function, and financing set by 

central government
Training, 

research, and 
development

Isolation from global influence for academic, clinical 
practice, and research standards

Noncompetitive and arbitrary funding for state-sponsored 
research, facility maintenance and construction, staff 
education, and technological improvements

Financing Budget set and resources controlled by central government 
in Moscow, Russia; emphasis on most expensive level and 
manner of care—that of hospitalization and medical 
specialization

Adapted from World Health Organization (2002). The World Health Report 2002: Health
Systems: Improving Performance (pp. 12–17, 31, 83, 89). World Health Organization:
Geneva, Switzerland.
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and effective manner, is an integral part of these nations’ economic
turnaround. Therefore, strategies that simultaneously addressed the reality
of constrained economic resources and the need to create a more eco-
nomically efficient health care system had to be found (Cholewka, 1999b).

The purpose of health care sector reform initiatives, as conceived by
Western donor organizations (namely, the EU, WB, and USAID), was to
introduce local leaders to new ways of operating their systems based on
Western market-oriented management models and principles (Commission
of the European Communities, 1997), then, in collaboration with system
leaders, adapt programs to their systems to improve the efficiency and
effectiveness of their outmoded centrally planned and controlled Soviet-
style system model. Concern centered on the declining health status of
the population of the countries of the former Soviet Union and the effect
of this deterioration in public health on the global population. One of
the goals of health care sector reform was to restructure the social contract
so citizens would become “informed consumers” rather than dependent
beneficiaries: that is, to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of health
system operation so that a government’s guarantees regarding health care
would be durable and sustainable (Cleland, 1998).

Although the Soviet Union had started to replace health sector central
planning in the 1980s with devolution of budgetary and managerial
responsibility to the local level, these changes created a whole new set
of intersectoral relationships and organizational functions for which local
leaders were not adequately trained. Western public health observers were
already reporting rapidly growing rates of otherwise preventable commu-
nicable diseases such as anthrax, gastrointestinal diseases, and tuberculo-
sis; chronic diseases of their aging populations; high-risk behavioral
conditions such as human immunodeficiency virus–acquired immuno-
deficiency syndrome (HIV/AIDS) and other sexually transmitted diseases,
as well as diseases associated with substance abuse such as alcoholism
and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (WHO, 2000).

In general, many of the following elements were incorporated into
health care system restructuring programs for the nations of the former
Soviet Union:

� Strengthening capacity of the role of governmental and quasi-
governmental institutions, particularly with respect to the new
functions of the Ministries of Health (MOH) and health care services
reimbursement system (Health Insurance Funds). Changes in this
sphere involved not only decentralization but also separation of
the payer and provider roles so that the same government agency
no longer had a monopoly on both payment and provision of
services.
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� Promoting the concepts of “money follows the patient” and “patient
choice,” that is, payment based on patient’s choice of health care
provider based on patient satisfaction for the quality of health care
services received.

� Promoting new forms of provider payment with establishment of
performance-based incentives (a “pay for performance” ethic).

� Restructuring and downsizing health care delivery systems—from
polyclinics (hospitals) and specialization to primary care physician
management.

� Introduction of management systems utilizing information technol-
ogy, where feasible, for financial management (planning, control,
accountability); human resources (building human capacity); clin-
ical care (professional and organizational development); and qual-
ity improvement (efficiency and effectiveness of health care
services).

� Supporting the privatization of state-owned health care facilities;
entrepreneurial initiatives in establishing health care service agen-
cies and private physician and dental practices; nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs); and professional associations.

� Encouraging democratization and “transparency” of the health care
system including the education of consumers about their role within
the health care system (Dixon, Langenbrunner, and Mossialos, 2002;
Cholewka, 1999; Cleland, 1998, p. 2).

System Restructuring Outcomes

Under this general restructuring plan, the health care sector managers
(Ministries of Health and organizational leaders) now tried to adjust
Western models of health care management to their systems. This was
expected to be a long-term process meant to build local capacity for
problem solving and self-determination. It was also thought that local
“ownership” of the change process would lead to a paradigm, or mindset,
change that would also encourage the demand for knowledge and con-
tinuing innovation by both practitioners and patients alike (Cholewka,
1999a; Cleland, 1998).

As the postindependence reformers became more influenced by
national and global issues related to the establishment of more democratic
institutions, they were learning that there needed to be an intersectoral
exchange of information with health care systems other than their own
for initiating and maintaining effective change strategies. As in the West,
they began to see that hospitals cannot be managed in isolation from
society; that policy makers have a responsibility to shape health care goals;
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and that health care facilities must meet the needs of the patient popu-
lation. Unfortunately, as were the other sectors of these Soviet-indoctri-
nated societies, they were, and continue to be, faced with much
entrenched corruption (see Table 24.2) (Cholewka, 2003).

Table 24.2 Status of Soviet-Style Health Care Services in Central and Eastern 
Europe Post Reform Efforts

Issues Health Care System Post Independence

Health status of 
population

Country-specific mortality and morbidity rates still high
More emphasis on primary care and preventive services 

Policy-making 
and system 
management

Still need for provision of services based on public 
expectations and needs, i.e., community, home care, and 
mental health services to address diseases of aging 
population, posttraumatic stress disorders due to 
socioeconomic changes and unresolved historical 
traumatic occurrences, and health risk behaviors

Inadequate information management system for financial 
and management accountability, monitoring, and 
evaluation of national and local system operations

Structure Centrally planned and funded by national Ministries of 
Health and administered by local governments and 
organizational managers

Function Lack of consistent monitoring of health care services; 
improvements at behest of organizational managers

Emphasis on keeping health care personnel and specialists 
employed in polyclinics

Lack of ongoing intersectoral collaboration
Inherent system corruption

Resources Effective managerial and administrative accountability 
system lacking resource allocation and management

Training, 
research, and 
development

Emphasis still on institutionalized care (hospitalization) 
although primary care is being encouraged

Need for trained mental and community health personnel
More outside influence in establishing standards for nursing 

and physician education, clinical practice, research 
standards, and professional autonomy and associations 

Financing More local control of budgeting process
National insurance funds set up to finance system with fee-

for-service payments by patients
Current or new health programs funded and operated by 

international donor organizations (NGOs)

Adapted from World Health Organization (2002). The World Health Report 2002: Health
Systems: Improving Performance (pp. 23–72, 83, 89). World Health Organization:
Geneva, Switzerland.
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Corruption—Main Organizational Change Constraint

Corruption is very often framed as a problem of leadership not setting a
good example. Corruption can be defined as the abuse of public office
for private gain that can take place in state, private, and quasi-private
activities. It can be classified into four main types: bribery, theft,
bureaucratic corruption, and misinformation (Gray and Kaufmann, 1998).
Within the post-Soviet countries, it was found by Western donor organi-
zations, such as the World Health Organization (WHO), WB, and USAID,
that it was very difficult, if not impossible, to carry out economic, social,
political, legal, and ethical reforms in an environment of corruption and
an ingrained mistrust and paranoia of the West. Change required political
will at the national level and determined leadership at the local (commu-
nity) level to develop and implement change strategies. All parties involved
in this effort would have to assume the responsibility to make changes
work.

Ideally, these restructuring strategies would charge leadership directly
to initiate government reforms with accountability to realizable goals set
by stakeholders within a specific, and presumably workable, time frame.
This meant that within a more democratic environment, goals should
include interdisciplinary communication with external donor organizations,
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), local and national governments,
health care providers, as well as the community, in order to identify and
correct system inefficiencies, enhance productivity, apply technology to
government operations, and finance and procure cost-effective resources
and service contracts.

The objective was for national governments to manage the provision
of safe, efficient, and effective health care services as defined by the needs
of the populace at the community level. However laudable these reform
efforts were, refusal of Western donor organizations to confront the basic
political ideology of the Soviet Union that had spawned the present
political and socioeconomic legacy of these countries caused a misdiag-
nosis of entrenched socioeconomic culture and a failure to anticipate the
depth, scope, and type of health care reform efforts needed. For example,
improving mental health services requires acknowledging the political
abuse of psychiatry by the Soviet authorities (Jenkins, 2001); the Soviet
Union was excluded from the World Psychiatric Association for using
“psychiatric facilities” to incarcerate political dissidents. “The organisational
culture has been heavily influenced by the structural power embedded
in the central blueprint of socialism. This has ensured that attitudes of
dependence are entrenched in eastern European psychiatry [and those
within the health care systems]” (Jenkins, 2001, p. 17).
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In the post-Soviet transitional economies, a more progressive medical
discourse emerged that tried to explain the legacy of the existing health
care system, that is, its structure, function, administration, financing, service
distribution, and, especially, its health care outcomes. The reality of high
rates of ill health of post-Soviet citizenry (a result of ineffectiveness) and
lack of resources (a result of inefficiency) of the health care system could
be interpreted as the result of a long history of system corruption, a
prevailing pattern of protecting self-interests, and political exploitation
under Communist rule that disregarded the human rights of its population
(WHO, 2000, p. 31).

With the dissolution of the Communist Soviet regime, health care policy
objectives were focused on the formation of a restructured health care
system based on democratic values of equity and social justice. Although
these values were touted by the Soviet authorities, their actual realization
was never fully achieved. Western donor organizations suggested cures
that were either “political,” that is, prescribing how to develop new
participatory (democratic) forms of governance, or “rational,” that is,
prescribing ways to create interdisciplinary unity and coherence within
the system. However, even with these Western prescriptions for change,
there were more and more reported incidents of poor outcomes of health
care services and mismanagement, indicating that it was easier to prescribe
new values and ideas than to implement them.

An anticipated outcome of these health care reforms, that is, the
creation of a new health care “culture,” varied by country and health care
system. Whereas some systems were able to innovate and increase capacity
for cooperation and service delivery, others continued to experience
internal struggles, inefficiency, and other effects of corruption and mis-
management (Blejer et al., 1993; The World Bank Group, 2002). This
situation was initially interpreted as a gap between the central capacity
for planning and policy shaping and the local capacity to manage and
implement these restructuring programs. Increasing problems of ineffective
program interpretation and implementation were blamed on the need for
a more systematic knowledge of how the values of equity and justice
were actually being transformed into new administrative practices within
a democratic and market-oriented political model. And, more and more,
the focus was put on the establishment of a “civil society” and emphasis
on programs that would establish a society based on the “rule of law.”
However, models for reform were copied after Western models often out
of context and without consideration of the fact that resource levels in
the East were five to ten times lower that in the West, and that management
capacity was severely limited relative to the demands of Western-style
financing and more democratic management systems (Ho and Ali-Zade,
2001).
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Influence of Corruption on System Restructuring

According to Ensor and Duran-Moreno (2002), it is imperative to distin-
guish between societies where corruption is endemic and a cross-sectoral
problem those in which isolated instances of corruption are the norm,
because corruption, the root cause of unsuccessful reform efforts, is harder
to eliminate if it is institutionalized within structures that cross sectoral
boundaries. They divide these countries into four distinct groups based
on criteria used by Transparency International and the Heritage Foundation
to measure the general levels of corruption in societies. These groups
include (1) societies with relatively low black market and corrupt activity,
including most of northwestern Europe; (2) societies with a moderate
level, including the southern part of Western Europe and one or two
“Western-leaning” Central or Eastern European countries, such as Hungary;
(3) those with a moderate to high level, including the more developed
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) countries; and (4) those with
a high level, including the less developed CIS countries and the poorer
Eastern European countries (Ensor and Duran-Moreno, 2002, p. 117).
These authors believe that health sector corruption mirrors general societal
corruption and suggest that where corruption is strongly embedded, the
level of all types of corrupt activity is likely to be high and the health
care sector will also be affected (Ensor and Duran-Moreno, 2002).

It is still apparent that these initiatives have not been totally effective,
and it is imperative that more research be undertaken to determine the
conditions that promote systems of management oriented toward the ethos
of democracy and community service and which conditions function as
impediments to such development. It is becoming more and more appar-
ent that Western donor organizations misdiagnosed the pre- and post-
Soviet health care system and that their interventions, based on a misun-
derstanding of underlying presenting symptoms and their own political
interpretation, led reforms that were too extensive, too rapid, and ill
conceived. Short-term, thoroughly planned (incorporating specific organi-
zational, socioeconomic, and cultural factors), and successfully completed
programs on a smaller scale should have been initiated to ensure positive
reinforcement and sustainability.

Trust: A Factor in Improving Post-Soviet Health Care Systems

A simple underlying assumption that should have been made was that
trust may have been a crucial factor in the attempt to build a national
health system that fulfills the West’s expectations for equity, accessibility,
and quality. Trust is defined as the total confidence in the integrity, ability,
and good character of another.
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Trust is built over time by those in authority who are (or are perceived
to be) credible, reliable, believable, dependable, responsible, honorable,
honest, ethical, principled, moral, and incorruptible. It should have been
assumed that trust would make cooperation and mobilization of resources
and capacities easier and that distrust or lack of trust would make it harder.
Post-Soviet society can be characterized as a “low trust society” because
of the repressive means planned by the Communist Politburo (central
governing authority) that were carried out by the state political police
known as the Cheka (also known as the Narodnyi komissariat vnutren-
nikhdel [NKVD] and the Komitet gosudarstvennoi bezopasnosti [KGB]).

For more than a half century, the Cheka (NKVD, KGB) instituted and
maintained within the populace a culture of fear, terror, and distrust of
one another and their government through policies of manipulating infor-
mation for creating suspicion about fellow citizens and encouraging report-
ing on family and friends for various economic rewards. By using tactics
of espionage, torture, imprisonment in “death” (work) camps, exile, star-
vation, and liquidation (including genocide), they forcibly instilled an
ideology of total, unquestioning fealty to the Soviet state that was unac-
ceptable to most of the population (Courtois et al., 2000).

Thus a legacy of individual survival based on a distrust of others, self-
preservation, and corruption was born, developed, and nurtured and
became deeply ingrained in the Soviet system and permeated virtually
every aspect of work including the keeping of productivity statistics at all
levels (Applebaum, 2003). The results of this legacy remain, to varying
degrees, within the socioeconomic culture of post-Soviet countries to this
day. The word tufta, which translates very imprecisely as “swindling the
boss,” was heard in most of the languages of the old Warsaw Pact, and
the Communist era proverb “They pretend to pay us, and we pretend to
work” was commonly used (Applebaum, 2003, p. 350).

Therefore, it would have been crucial to ask how trust could be built
into public administrative systems of the post-Soviet countries and which
factors would promote this development. However, there is a need for
more research showing how Western management models that differ in
social, political, and administrative structures and processes might condi-
tion the building of trust in these countries.

Within the Soviet Union rules were set and arbitrarily enforced by both
the central government and local authorities dictated by political circum-
stance. However, within the framework of a more open and democratic
society, delegation is combined with a system of clear rules, supervision,
and accountability. Members of a democratic society or organization are
expected to perform and to contribute toward commonly set goals. Within
these health care systems, there is a need both for more leadership with
accountability on one hand and for more democracy and open debate
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through team building and team problem solving on the other (Cholewka,
2001; Donabedian, 1980; McLaughlin and Kaluzny, 1994).

For successful and sustainable reform efforts, the building of a strong
managerial capacity is needed to gather, interpret, and use quantitative
and qualitative data to compare performance to goals. In this way, the
management process is used to make behavior more accountable to stated
goals and use feedback, learning, discipline, and reward, and thus, build
trust by staff that rules are uniformly applied and followed by all. For
example, the manager of the information management or quality man-
agement department within a health care organization would use this
information to provide feedback on spending patterns and to discuss why
some departments or facilities are spending too much and others too little
on particular functions. This would prioritize functions, safeguard patient
safety and confidentiality, and focus on staff for training or other correction
actions by management.

The real and major continuing problem of program ineffectiveness
stems from the fact that the Western donor organizations did not, and still
do not, have an adequate understanding of the political and socioeconomic
“culture” instituted by the Soviet Communist system that promoted a
common identity of all with the “state.’’ This feeling of belonging to a
totalitarian society that monitored and controlled every aspect of their
lives—socially, economically, and politically through brutal enforcement
methods that discouraged individualized behavior—would be hard to
extinguish to build an allegiance to a new culture of democracy in such
a short time (Cholewka, 1999a). Although identity and loyalty are con-
ceived to be rather strong within sections of particular health care pro-
fessional groups, building loyalty to a new system that promises to give
these groups more professional autonomy could conceivably be success-
ful—but only if those within these groups see an opportunity for their
own self-interests (Cholewka, 2003, 2004). There is no doubt, however,
that the existence of fragmented and opposed identities is detrimental to
any attempt to promote the sharing of new and unfamiliar goals, values,
or visions of a restructured society. Sustained attempts to build such a
common identity must be embraced and supported by leadership. It takes
time to rebuild health care systems (subsystems) while rebuilding whole
societies.

Conclusion and Recommendations
The purpose of this chapter was to examine both unresolved and ongoing
health care system issues that should be acknowledged now so that reform
policies can be developed to improve current and future health care
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systems. After more than a decade of health care system reorganization
attempts, the following areas were again identified by Western donor
organizations, such as EU, USAID, and WB, for future intervention: activ-
ities related to financing health care, improving the continuum of care,
improving quality of health services, mobilizing citizens and communities
for better health, and advancing public health (Cholewka, 2004).

Although macroeconomic reform has been ongoing during this postin-
dependence period, a full ten years’ effort was not extended to health
care system management change strategies. This stemmed, in part, from
a lack of political will by Western donor organizations to seek account-
ability for program success. There is another big problem in changing the
way in which the health care system functions because it is based on the
medical model. Even in Western societies, the medical model of health
care is not easy to change. It is hierarchical and based on the diagnosis
and treatment of patients under the auspices and direction of the physician
as chief provider of health care services and arbiter of the patient’s progress
and continuum of care through the health care system. It creates tensions
with other professional staff and, in particular, in relation to the allocation
of economic resources for patient care. It is important to solve this by
using an interdisciplinary decision-making process that is incorporated in
the Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) model that is now advocated
in Western health care systems in order to include in the care process the
expertise of other health care practitioners, including nurses and patient
advocacy groups (Cholewka, 1999a, 1999b, 2001; Donabedian, 1980;
McLaughlin and Kaluzny, 1994).

The first few years of independence were critical for international
donor organizations for determining how the health care sector was
actually funded, structured, and operated. Soviet reports abounded and
centrally set goals were supposedly met, but all data and reported out-
comes were subject to political bias and therefore suspect—considering
observable versus theoretical results. But, in fairness, when Western econ-
omists from international economic development organizations such as
EU, WHO, USAID, WHO, and WB started to investigate and analyze the
functioning of the post-Soviet health care systems, they found that there
was no reliable and consistent information to use that could accurately
compare them with Western models based on an open, participatory,
democratic management style that encourages entrepreneurial economic
activity and conforms to standards for accountability to stakeholders, that
include government, payers, clients, providers, and investors.

It was also found that health care workers were neither educationally
nor psychologically prepared to assume management roles equal to those
of their Western counterparts. Because of this paucity of useful information
and the Western practitioners’ misunderstanding of the extent of socialistic
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philosophy throughout these societies, programs based on Western man-
agement models were mistakenly instituted within these health care sys-
tems. Therefore the pace of transition by these nations was underestimated.
It was presumed that changes would be more rapid and spontaneous
because these systems were considered much like those in the West; that
is, the population was purported to be very educated and literate and a
basic economic infrastructure was present, and the population robust.

However, corruption, a major constraint to socioeconomic reform,
impeded change efforts. Corruption was, and still is, endemic and there
still is an ingrained distrust of Western methods (Applebaum, 2003; Con-
quest, 1990; Courtois et al., 2000; Ensor and Duran-Moreno, 2002; Hir-
schler, 2001; Thomas, 2001; WHO, 2000). Therefore, openness to a more
democratic system of governance was, and still is, very difficult to develop
and maintain (Cholewka, 2003).

The economic effects of corruption within the health care system
compromise the ability of the system to deliver efficient and effective
high-quality services to those most in need of them, and health status of
the population is affected. Diverting public monies (potential health care
resources) to private hands through corrupt practices is detrimental to
entrepreneurial activity of practitioners establishing independent practices
and building a strong private economic sector that encourages competition
and chances for practice improvement. Corruption in the health care sector
also impacts macroeconomic growth and international status as it reduces
economic development through a loss of international investment. If these
continuing impediments to health care system change are not confronted,
the development of sustainable programs for change will not occur at the
pace and scope anticipated by Western donor organizations.
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Introduction
For many people, life is extremely tough in the urban areas in the less
developed countries of the world (the South). The severity of poverty and
the deprivation of opportunities in the urban South constitute a profound
moral challenge even if seldom considered from such a perspective. To
a large extent, the rich and powerful in the South and in the more
advanced, industrialized and postindustrial economies of the world (the
North) ignore or tolerate this degradation of human dignity; there exists
a tacit acceptance of two very different standards for human dignity—one
for “them” and one for “us.”

Is it morally permissible to maintain distinct and inferior standards for
people just because they are poor? If not, who would enforce a more
equitable standard? Are there moral obligations that we have—as individ-
uals and governments, North and South—to overcome deprivation and
uphold a more uniform standard of dignity in the urban South? And why
has so little been said, when discussing urbanization in the South, con-
cerning such moral dimensions?

Those questions can be answered in several different ways, yet for
those most severely affected by poverty and loss of dignity, each answer
will be inadequate. Perhaps this inadequacy arises from our unfamiliarity
with moral questions; it is uncommon, after all, to frame our analyses
from a moral perspective. For most of us, moral vocabulary is thin, and
moral voice appears to lack rigor. More importantly, it is conventional
wisdom that narrow self-interest prevails, and that human beings lack
motivation consistently to act on moral principles and precepts—even
those that they and the vast majority of us hold in common. For example,
if asked, we reject as morally unacceptable the thought that young poor
children in the cities (North and South) are suffering and dying as a result
of neglect, lack of nutrition, and disease. Yet, measured by the content
of our public policies, the limited scope of our official foreign assistance,
and the paucity of our charitable donations and social programs, we have
chosen to live with that reality rather than demand that adequate resources
be brought to bear.

Until recently, overt moral vocabulary was seldom part of any urban
development dialogue, and the premise of value neutrality or value-free
technical thinking dominated urban planning theory and practice. Over-
crowding, unsafe buildings, lack of clean water and air, dismal sanitary
standards, widespread unemployment and underemployment, lack of a
reasonable means to obtain clear titles to property, unchecked environ-
mental degradation, scarcity of parks and recreational resources, embed-
ded corruption in government, and widespread insecurity—these problems
of urban development and local governance affect North and South, but
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with far greater intensity in the South (Johns Hopkins University, 2001,
p. 1). Such problems were to be solved, so it was assumed, through the
application of appropriate technology and scientific methods. Starting in
the 1950s, urban planners and development experts formulated powerful
techniques of probability theory, modeling, and statistics and advocated
that the application of these tools was the correct response to such
problems in the urban environment. Not all were convinced, as noted by
Jane Jacobs in her scathing attack on American city planning techniques
of the 1960s:

By carrying to logical conclusions the thesis that the city, as it
exists, is a problem in disorganized complexity, housers and
planners reached—apparently with straight faces—the idea that
almost any specific malfunctioning could be corrected by open-
ing and filling a new file drawer. (Jacobs, 1961, p. 437)

In the late 1960s, American and European planners and those involved
in urban development policy and urban governance gradually began to
tackle such challenges as urban amenity, social equity, and community.
Despite this tentative expansion of horizons, urban growth and develop-
ment remained conceptually rooted in the premise of top-down manage-
ment and pragmatic problem solving, planning, and design, in which the
rule of law, the weight of authority, and the influence of experts would
shape cities to conform to an imposed master plan.

Planners and city managers in the North viewed themselves as expert
authorities, whose role and duty were to impose their (probably well-
intentioned) vision of urban growth on the residents and stakeholders of
the city. These planners and city managers were hardly value neutral—they
gave to their work their middle-class sensibilities and high standards of
education—and often failed to connect with the on-the-ground realities
and values of the poor. For those poor people facing a daily challenge
of survival, the sensibilities and concerns of these middle-class, financially
secure planners and managers were alien, yet the poor—the stakeholders
of such development initiatives—were not invited to participate in deciding
on urban development priorities.

The situation was, and to a considerable extent still is, further exacer-
bated in the South, where governments (almost always at the national
level) engaged urban advisers from the North, adding a cultural barrier
to distance the planner and the people further. Colorful, beautifully drafted,
and elegantly framed master plans adorn the walls of many municipal
offices in the South, yet the value of these expensive exercises in top-
down, expert-led, and nonparticipatory urban development rarely extends
beyond the creation of engaging wall decorations. In the author’s project
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experience throughout the South, in national Ministries of Local Govern-
ment and in many municipalities, from the city of Quelimane, Mozam-
bique, to Alaminos Town in northwest Luzon in the Philippines,
unimplemented urban master plans adorn walls and gather dust on
shelves. While the dust gathers, unplanned urban growth continues almost
exponentially.

Clearly the top-down, expert-dominated approach to urban develop-
ment has not served the South well. Urban development plans—often
unrealistic in their assumptions—remain unimplemented. Building
codes—intended to ensure safe structures—are ignored or blunted by
corruption. The voices of those most in need, the urban poor, remains
unarticulated and silent. Local governments seem to lack compassion, or
at least lack vision leading to a more effective governance role (Laquian,
2002, p. 99). Are there moral arguments of sufficient traction and strength
to motivate those with resources, knowledge, and power—in the North
and the South—to approach urban development more effectively, with a
concern for social justice, popular participation, with care and compassion
and a commitment to honoring human dignity?

The World Bank possesses significant resources, knowledge, and power
and purports to represent the interests of all of its member countries,
North and South. What kind of a response to these moral questions should
we expect from the World Bank?

The New Urban Strategy
The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development—best known
as the World Bank—is concerned with the growing development chal-
lenges of urbanization in the South. Under the organizing vision of
achieving “the livable city,” the World Bank has recently taken several
significant policy and programmatic steps addressing the impact of urban-
ization in the South—most notably the publication in 2000 of a new World
Bank strategy on urban development and local governance, Cities in
Transition—World Bank Urban and Local Government Strategy (the “New
Urban Strategy”).

The New Urban Strategy was created as a result of the World Bank’s
realization that “urban development activities could and should have a
greater impact in raising the living standards of the poor and promoting
equity” (World Bank, 2000, p. 4). The World Bank updates its ongoing
urban development mission through the New Urban Strategy, observing
that cities and towns offer a distinctive and “dynamic development arena”
that can model a “microcosm of sustainable development for the country”
(World Bank, 2000, pp. 5–6).
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The New Urban Strategy, with its evocative vision of “the livable city,”
claims linkages to the major strategic objectives of the World Bank:
improving development effectiveness, increasing the participation of civil
society, forging partnerships, and reducing corruption. As the World Bank
defines livable in the livable city ideal—that notion at the conceptual center
of the New Urban Strategy—the strategy comes closest to an overt, explicit
reference to the moral dimensions of urban development and governance:

If cities and towns are to promote the welfare of their residents
and of the nation’s citizens, they must be … livable—ensuring
a decent quality of life and equitable opportunities for all
residents, including the poorest. (World Bank, 2000, p. 8)

Livable is a vague but encompassing term, a label of opportunity under
which stakeholders might find space to pack their bundle of qualitative
development priorities. Decent and equitable are unmistakably normative;
they are an invitation extended to the stakeholders in individual cities and
towns to engage in a rich dialogue concerning the meaning of these terms.
And for the livable city to emerge, a rich dialogue is needed—yet nowhere
in the New Urban Strategy is a formula or recipe to be found to achieve
this ideal.

The New Urban Strategy seeks change, yet it has significant weaknesses
in terms of incentives, involvement of stakeholders, and whom it excludes.
Although the livable city vision offers inspiration, the New Urban Strategy
fails to provide sufficient incentives to motivate positive changes in the
urban environments of the South. Although it advocates participatory
urban planning methods and argues for the inclusion and representation
of all groups in urban society in urban governance processes, the New
Urban Strategy provides inadequate guidance on the desirable form and
purpose of participation. No surprise then that in practice the World Bank
demonstrates only the most superficial—and ineffectual—commitment to
participation.

The New Urban Strategy also establishes a policy of triage, setting
selective criteria for assisting cities and towns, while excluding the vast
majority of cities and towns in the South from World Bank assistance. The
World Bank seeks to help1 only those cities and towns who already have
demonstrated a genuine desire to improve and who can meet certain
standards that assure lenders that their monies will be applied effectively.
Although the desire to avoid wasteful or ineffectual resource transfers is
understandable, the resulting abandonment of those cities and towns
suffering under repressive, corrupt, incompetent, inefficient, and unrep-
resentative local governments raises deep moral concerns.
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The New Urban Strategy ought to demand much more of its own
institution, the World Bank. The potential for this institution to provide
some measure of beneficial leadership, advocacy, and positive influence
to improve the development prospects for all cities and towns in the South
remains largely unrecognized and unfulfilled.

The New Urban Strategy makes no overt reference to the many ethical
concerns and moral obligations of urban development to which some of
the previous criticisms refer. Specifically, the moral duties and obligations
of the World Bank and of governments in the South remain obscure in
the New Urban Strategy. A government’s essential moral duty to ensure
that those people most affected by urban development have a voice in
decisions that affect them is not convincingly discussed. And the New
Urban Strategy differentiates between who should receive its assistance
and who should not without offering a morally acceptable justification.

Does it really matter whether the New Urban Strategy fails as a policy
instrument to motivate beneficial change in the cities and towns of the
South? Are the demands of urbanization really that morally compelling?

Urbanization in the South
The rapidity, scale, and intensity of urban growth in the South are
alarming.2 More than 50% of the population of the South is expected to
be living in urban environments by the year 2015. By 2030 the projections
jump to 60% of the world’s population, or 4.9 billion people living in
cities—and nearly all of that population growth will be in the cities of
the South (Johns Hopkins University, 2001, p. 1).

Present-day conditions in the urban South, where a significant propor-
tion of existing urban populations are impoverished, are hardly salutary.
According to a recent World Resources Report, “An estimated twenty-five
to fifty percent of urban inhabitants in developing countries live in
impoverished slums and squatter settlements, with little or no access to
adequate water, sanitation, or refuse collection” (World Resources Institute,
1998, p. 3). “A fifth of the world’s population currently lives in cities where
the air is unhealthy to breathe” (USAID, 2001, p. 1). Degraded urban
environmental quality of this severity gravely threatens human health and
well-being (Max-Neef, 1992, p. 49; World Resources Institute 1998).

The capacity of cities in the South to cope with such rapid growth is
typically weak. In 1987, the World Commission on Environment and
Development declared that simply to maintain the conditions from 1987
until 1997, the developing world would need to increase by 65% its
capacity to produce and manage its urban infrastructure, shelter, and
services (Johns Hopkins University, 2001, p. 2). This obviously has not
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happened. As presently resourced, this burgeoning urban growth is
beyond the control or management of any government, South or North,
national or local. New urban growth is largely unplanned or poorly
planned—more than half of all new houses in cities in the South are built
without formal approval, on unserviced sites (no or minimal infrastructure),
and without clear title to the land (World Bank, 1998, p. 18).

The result is increasing deficits in the provision of even basic infra-
structure and social services, a situation further exacerbated by the spatial
implications of territorial isolation of the poor within cities in the South.
The slums and squatter areas of the poor are often located on the urban
fringe, in periurban areas, or in isolated pockets in inner city locations—all
areas that receive significantly less in the way of formal urban infrastructure
and services than do the more affluent neighborhoods.

The ability of urban governments to cope with rapid growth depends
in large measure on their competence, authority, and motivation to act,
and their resources. Although decentralization of governance is a growing
trend in the South (United Nations Development Programme [UNDP],
2000b, p. 8), many developing countries still retain considerable power
at the national level over the affairs of cities (World Bank, 2000, p. 50).
Where decentralization has yet to occur, municipal “governance” exists in
only a limited form that is neither institutionally structured nor popularly
expected to provide civic leadership, generate governance policies, carry
out integrated strategic thinking on quality of life issues, or offer oppor-
tunities for effective and significant local participation in local affairs
(Laquian, 2002, p. 101). In cities and towns such as these—by far the rule
and not the exception in the South—the role of urban government is
limited to a very few service-delivery functions and remains highly depen-
dent on centralized national-level controls, financial disbursements, and
top-down management policies (Laquian, 2002, p. 121).

The development needs of the urban South are now urgent. Clearly
the urban agenda deserves greater prominence at the World Bank, but
why should ethics find a place on that agenda?

Ethics and Urban Development
Traditionally, those wishing rigorously to evaluate the reasonable range
of ethically desirable or permissible actions apply rational reasoning skills
within the structure of one or more leading ethical theories. In doing so,
they hope to call attention to those actions that (1) lead to optimal
consequences (utilitarianism), (2) accord well and are consistent with
universalizable principles (Kantian ethics, human rights approaches),
(3) result in the most freedom and opportunity for human flourishing
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(capabilities approaches), (4) best reflect the ideals of the just society
(social contract theory), (5) reflect our essential human interdependence
and allow for the expression of our caring and compassionate natures to
influence social behavior (feminist ethics), or (6) flow from the virtuous
character of those entrusted with decision-making authority (virtue ethics).
Each of these approaches leads to important insights that—if heeded—may
guide urban development beneficially.

The New Urban Strategy, however, makes no reference to any of these
normative theories, or overtly to any ethical concerns. Utilitarianism
remains the unspoken—and largely unexamined—ethical framework of
classical economics, on which the World Bank is grounded. The New
Urban Strategy ignores this one potential source for ethical reasoning and
makes no reference to maximizing utility or utilitarian precepts of distrib-
utive justice. Similarly, although the World Bank is officially related to the
United Nations, and the United Nations is the champion of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, the New Urban Strategy ignores yet another
potential opportunity to ground itself in a highly persuasive moral theory;
there is no mention of human rights within the New Urban Strategy.

On the face of it, this may seem unremarkable. The direct linkage
between urban development in the South and a guiding framework of
human rights may not seem obvious. Yet linkages do and should exist;
the development challenge confronting cities in the South certainly
can—and perhaps should—be viewed as a human rights challenge. The
UNDP’s human rights approach, articulated in the Human Development
Report 2000 (HDR 2000), supports this urban development–human rights
connection in its general contention that “human rights and human devel-
opment share a common vision and a common purpose—to secure the
freedom, well-being and dignity of all people everywhere” (United Nations
Development Programme, 2000a). Others too have recognized this urban
development–human rights connection. For example, the principle that
urban residents ought to enjoy at least a set of basic urban rights guides
the European Urban Charter (1993). According to the charter, this basic
set of rights includes

the right to protection from aggression; from pollution; from a
difficult and disturbing urban environment; the right to exercise
democratic control of their local community; the right to decent
housing, health, cultural opportunity and mobility…It is one of
the responsibilities of local and regional authorities to protect
such rights through the development of appropriate strategies.
(Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of Europe, 1993,
p. 5)
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Human rights is but one of several leading moral approaches in
development ethics. Nobel Laureate economist and philosopher Amartya
Sen, in his Development as Freedom (1999), offers persuasive guidance to
development thinking in general, based on another moral theory—the
capabilities approach—which he pioneered. Arguably any of the leading
moral theories, if applied during the formulation of the New Urban
Strategy, would have raised important concerns and possibly suggested
new directions in urban policy and strategy. The close linkage of the
World Bank and the United Nations, however, and the large body of
international law and conventions make a particularly strong case for
considering a human rights–based moral theory in the context of any
World Bank strategy or policy document. This chapter will, therefore,
concentrate on this one moral theory: the human rights approach of the
UNDP.

Would the quality of international assistance to cities and towns in the
South benefit from consideration of human rights? More specifically, would
the New Urban Strategy benefit from human rights theory as articulated
in the UNDP’s human rights approach, which is featured in the HDR 2000
(United Nations Development Programme, 2000a)?

But why should the World Bank consider any of the offerings of
development ethics? What of the argument of those who contend that no
moral theory of any kind has a place in public policy?

Objections to Moral Theory
There is resistance—often unarticulated but very much in evidence—in
many policy circles to inclusion of moral analyses. Many objectors claim
that moral issues are largely arbitrary and subjective in nature, and that
attending to moral issues in governance processes, for example, in a
participatory forum, is fraught with procedural or practical difficulties. In
practice, this objection has merit. The stakeholders of urban development,
however, should have a say in the policies, plans, and interventions that
directly affect them, and the attention now placed on participatory devel-
opment reflects this emphasis.

Yet moral issues, if raised at all in participatory workshops, are seldom
addressed explicitly in a rigorous, unrushed manner through deliberations,
reasoned justifications (and challenges to these justifications), and dialogue
addressed at reducing disagreements and at consensus building. It is
arguable that common models of participatory practice largely ignore
moral issues, or at best channel moral concerns into narrow outlets such
as vision statements.
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Morality is not, however, arbitrary, as the systematic and critical study
of moral beliefs, values, and concerns—ethics—makes abundantly clear.
In ethics, our values and beliefs are organized into various (and to some
extent, competing) systems, each of which exhibits coherence more or
less internally, each more or less matching our considered judgments and
deeply held beliefs (Goulet 1995, pp. 26–27; Griffin, 1996, pp. 8–17). In
this way, individual moral concerns are given context, so that they can
be argued from a systematic, well-reasoned set of relationships based on
principles that in turn can be argued and justified. It is not practical or
appropriate, however, to use the limited time and resources of a partici-
patory workshop on urban development to justify a complete ethical
theory (much less compare it to other contending theories, from first
principles). Instead, various process tools can be derived from several
well-established theories within the field of development ethics.

These tool-based approaches, currently receiving significant attention
from development ethicists around the world yet still at a conceptual
stage, arguably could be applied in a time-constrained structured partici-
patory process without preliminary philosophical justifications, using lan-
guage accessible to a diverse range of stakeholders. In the interim, and
at a less sophisticated level, participatory practices are improving in ways
that foster much richer exchanges of ideas, values, and constructive
criticism.

A second objection to involving moral analyses is the claim that
attending to moral concerns risks upsetting the status quo by challenging
the existing economic and power relationships within any given society,
for example, by questioning who has authority and why, how goods are
distributed, and who is accountable to whom. This potential to pose
“awkward questions” to those in power may serve as sufficient (but not
publicly stated) reason for politically insecure city leaders to avoid a
participatory approach.

Challenging the status quo, however, is often a central feature of a
moral approach to development; the existence of widespread poverty,
corruption, injustice, and the lack of universal respect for human dignity
demand such a challenge. A moral approach offers some fresh insights
into the means and ends for—and possibly even the necessary motivation
for—changing the status quo in ways that lead to more just, compassionate,
and decent societies, or to bolster the protection of the status quo when
it is judged to be reasonably just. Changing the status quo need not be
immediately radical or revolutionary—for example, progressive positive
change toward sustainable development through the assertion of human
rights–based claims, fulfilled over time, may be sufficient. The fulfillment
of such claims will, however, ultimately entail radical changes to the status
quo.
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A third common objection to including moral analyses in urban devel-
opment and governance is the concern that moral issues must be
addressed and deliberated by participants who exhibit moral virtues, and
that such participants may be few in number. If this claim were accepted,
it would be difficult to imagine any society’s moral progress over time.
The leadership of morally virtuous persons is not unimportant—such
leadership may deeply inspire and motivate others to be sensitive to social
injustices and receptive to the deliberation of moral issues—but virtuous
moral leadership is not a necessary condition.

The institutionalized commitment of social, political, or religious insti-
tutions to moral principles goes some distance to introducing the moral
approach to the urban development process. If the participants in that
process are able to accept the credibility of an ethical framework—such
as a human rights–based framework—and a way can be found to apply
this (such as through a derived set of participatory process tools) to the
urban development agenda under discussion, then the necessary require-
ment for a wise and virtuous person to preside over the proceedings no
longer pertains.

A fourth objection is that asserting values in public policy, whether
within a participatory forum or through other operations of governance,
is inappropriate because values vary in their moral justifications, from the
universal to the relative. This dichotomy between the universal and the
relative is a venerable old chestnut of philosophical debate, and a great
deal is written and argued in the literature on this subject (Nussbaum,
2000, pp. 48–49). The growing consensus is that even diverse cultures
and values systems already accept that many values—as expressed in
practice—are de facto universal and fundamental to human nature (Booth,
1999, pp. 58–64). Examples include the values all cultures place on basic
security against threats of injury and violence, the basic right to access to
adequate sustenance to maintain a healthy human life, the common
obligation to ensure that all enjoy clean water and air, the very human
need to be treated as a person possessing dignity and worth, and the
need to exercise choice and some degree of freedom in the major decisions
affecting one’s life (Ignatieff, 2001,3 p. 54–57). Even with a wide overlap
of common values between cultures, there is no compelling reason not
to make space for local culture, tradition, and context significantly to
influence and shape the implementation of development initiatives respon-
sive to these universal values.

Finally, some people object to morally based approaches to urban
development on the basis that the qualitative and nonempirical nature of
moral values makes them impractical in the public policy and development
context (Klitgaard, 1988, p. 11). This, however, is a superficial argument.
Measuring moral performance may be more difficult than monitoring
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amoral criteria through gathering empirical data and identifying trends.
But empirical data can say a great deal about the changes in achieving
morally desirable goals, and the presentation of such data in participatory
workshops can be informative. An extensive amount of work is being
done around the world to identify appropriate empirical indicators that
measure quality of life.4 The degree to which national laws reflect inter-
nationally recognized human rights principles is measurable. Qualitative
factors in the experience of poverty, the enjoyment of basic freedoms and
opportunities, and the prevalence of respect for human dignity all are
subject to meaningful evaluation through a variety of techniques, from
focus groups to surveys. The claim that moral issues should not influence
public policy or be raised in participatory workshops because they are
troublesome to monitor and evaluate speaks more of a failure of political
will or methodology than of a basic fault inherent in ethics.

Development Ethics, Human Rights, 
and the New Urban Strategy
No explicit human rights frameworks or considerations specifically based
on human rights informed the formulation of the New Urban Strategy.5

Many of the conceptual weaknesses of the New Urban Strategy are directly
traceable to this lack of a human rights—or equivalent—ethical framework.

Development ethics fosters a reflective capacity in the consciousness
of development theorists, practitioners, and decision makers, with respect
to definitions of development and sustainability, and more generally how
development is conceived, evaluated, described, and understood in par-
ticular situations (Goulet, 1995, pp. 37–52, 85–88). For example, develop-
ment ethics, when associated with human rights conceptions, clarifies
relationships between a moral rights claim maker and a duty bearer and
invites a deliberative process regarding where one’s moral obligations lie
and to what extent these pertain to any given subject.

Development interventions informed by development ethics articulate
the moral dimensions of the development agenda. Although they run
some risk of entrenching opposing viewpoints, development interventions
informed by development ethics can illuminate, resolve, and diminish
conflicting development interests through structured, normative “quality-
of-life” focused processes. This is perhaps most clearly seen in one tangible
product of the participatory urban development planning process—the
development of a vision statement (Ames, 1998). A vision statement is
the articulation by representative stakeholders of the ultimate ends and
fundamental means of urban development for their situation. The New
Urban Strategy would be much improved, on this basis, were it to advocate
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(and, in implementation, provide the requisite funding for) deliberative
participation of a character that would provide the opportunity for such
an articulation of means and ends.

Effective popular participation in urban development and governance
processes is a necessary but not sufficient condition to the pursuit of the
livable city ideal (World Bank, 2000, pp. 56–57). Certainly political leaders,
civil servants, and all stakeholders constantly need to improve their
conceptual and management skills, their abilities to integrate technical
approaches across many sectors with the quality of democratic processes
and political leadership. Stakeholders also need to improve their partici-
patory skills, to learn to be wary of the manipulations of self-interested
but rhetorically gifted participants, and to achieve their own public voice.
The door must be kept open to innovations and creative new approaches
to urban problems. Even with all of this, the goal of a sustainable, livable
city cannot be credibly pursued without explicit attention to moral values.

Human rights approaches, and specifically the UNDP’s human rights
approach contained in the HDR 2000, are prominently cited in the literature
of development ethics. Unlike the New Urban Strategy, HDR 2000 advo-
cates inclusive democracy and the empowerment of poor people based
on human rights principles. Attention to human rights helps to provide
structure to deliberative participation by isolating certain values and rights
that are not subject to trade-offs (except—if it can be morally justified—in
extreme circumstances). HDR 2000 observes that human development
almost always involves sacrificing some interests of some stakeholders in
the name of achieving “the common good,” but human rights places limits
on the extent to which any individual should bear losses to support the
development goals of the larger community—a particularly important
protection for the poor. The New Urban Strategy contains no such pro-
tections.

Human rights theories, such as HDR 2000, also provide a carefully
articulated example—based on international human rights conventions
and common ethical principles—for stakeholders in the urban develop-
ment process to agree more easily on their own localized set of shared
values. Among such values are distributive justice, the obligations of those
holding public office to be accountable stewards of the common good,
the rights and duties of popular participation, the prerequisite of human
security to all human development, and the equitable inclusion of women
in the participatory process.

Such values often run aground against the jagged unforgiving rocks
of entrenched power; power retains its historical place as a central factor
in development and human social relations. Under human rights thinking,
social institutions are conceived not as mechanisms for moderating
power—bargaining between competing interests (which favors the
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powerful over the poor)—but more as the internalization of agreed-upon
and shared moral values as described in the form of collaboration. This
assertion directly challenges the New Urban Strategy’s market-based advo-
cacy of competitiveness. Collaboration in urban development does not
attract equivalent World Bank support in the New Urban Strategy.

Without human rights protections, it can be argued, only the goodwill
of the powerful—or the perception of some larger self-interest by the
powerful—will motivate those with wealth and power to attend to the
just distribution of the benefits of development. The New Urban Strategy
calls for a “dignified standard for the poor that permits them to share the
resources of society” (World Bank, 2000, p. 47). Permitting the poor to
share has little force as an appeal to those who hold power and leaves
the action “to permit” with those who have control of the resources.
Human rights thinking, in contrast, not only makes a moral demand for
a share, but for a fair share—to opportunities, to access to economic
resources, to security, to political expression, to freedom—appropriate to
protect and respect the human dignity that all people are entitled to simply
by being human beings (Shue, 1996, pp. 103–110).

When the powerful are not inclined to respect basic human rights
protections or allow for a fair share, the disadvantaged do have recourse
to national human rights laws—where these exist and are enforced—or,
failing that, to the international human rights regime. In specific instances,
these appeals may prove to be ineffectual, but the existence of a larger
body of rights-based moral and legal protections offers some hope, and
occasionally some relief, over and above reliance on the disposition of
those in power to exercise benevolence or civic duty (Ignatieff, 2001, p.
22). The New Urban Strategy ought to embrace this human rights–based
method of counterbalance to the misuse of power that thwarts legitimate
urban development interests.

An approach based on a human rights framework can serve a con-
structive—and motivational—role in the achievement, through both com-
petition and collaboration, of good development and good governance
in the burgeoning cities and towns of the South. Fundamentally, claims
grounded in a human rights framework have moral resonance with the
majority of people concerned in the development of a city or town—stake-
holders—and effectively initiate, empower, motivate, and sustain stake-
holder participation throughout the lengthy, demanding development
process (Shue, 1996, pp. 13, 30, 39, 74–77). These motivational drivers
are not present in the New Urban Strategy.

Although motivation is a necessary condition to achieve social justice
and improve quality of life, motivated people must also be empowered to
act. Human rights provide this empowerment, giving stakeholders a strong
moral claim to more than spectator or beneficiary status in participatory
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processes. Empowered people ask the when and by whom questions when
considering development alternatives (Shue, 1996, pp. 71–78). The pros-
pect of securing and sustaining the freedom and right to participate, which
the UNDP’s human rights approach demands, provides a strong motivation
for stakeholders to consider themselves empowered to initiate and sustain
deliberative participation in urban development, planning, and governance
(Shue, 1996, pp. 71–78). And, as HDR 2000 observes, one of the best
means for securing and sustaining stakeholder participation is through a
process of democratization and local autonomy. This perspective ought
to be incorporated into the New Urban Strategy.

The achievement of human rights is an inherently worthy goal and an
appropriate urban development objective, especially when the pursuit of
the progressive realization of human rights derivatively reflects the long-
term aspiration of stakeholders. At the very least, there are some human
rights—for example, Henry Shue’s basic rights of subsistence, security,
and certain liberties (Shue, 1996)—that are essential to development and
should be advocated in all development strategies. Sen, one of the authors
of HDR 2000, argues in that report that the domain of human development
must encompass the expansion of choice for capabilities that people hold
to be especially valuable—including guaranteed human rights. This is a
much richer concept of development than that offered by the New Urban
Strategy.6 Sen and the other authors of HDR 2000 further argue that human
well-being is linked to the achievement of seven essential freedoms: 

1. Freedom from discrimination—for equality
2. Freedom from want—for a decent standard of living
3. Freedom from being thwarted in self-realization—for the realization

of one’s human potential
4. Freedom from fear—with no threats to personal security
5. Freedom from injustice
6. Freedom from repression—for participation, expression and asso-

ciation
7. Freedom from exploitation—for decent work (United Nations

Development Programme, 2000a, p. 31)

In HDR 2000, Sen carries his argument further, linking these seven
freedoms to the enhancement of certain human capabilities. Conceptually,
this combination of human rights–based freedoms and capabilities is a
broader and more persuasive articulation of development than the sus-
tainable, livable city model of the New Urban Strategy and offers far more
tangible guidance to any deliberative participation process affecting urban
development and governance.
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Human rights protections offer an important means to the goal of
respecting human dignity—a goal most people hold to be deeply valuable
(Ignatieff, 2001, p. 164). HDR 2000 argues that the achievement of human
rights protections as an objective of development requires the pursuit of
a human rights approach to development—for example, an assertion by
poor people that they are entitled to be treated in a manner appropriate
to the recognition of their human dignity.

HDR 2000 further observes that such attention to human rights, as a
means to respect and protect human dignity, in turn requires a fundamental
shift in development strategies. That required shift applies to the New
Urban Strategy as well. It must place a much greater emphasis on fostering
deliberative participation and accepting the moral obligation to be respon-
sive to the development aspirations of all people—and not just those in
the few World Bank–selected cities.

Conclusion
In the South, the attainment of the goal of the livable city appears even
more remote than it is in the North. Public participation is seldom
conceived by the local political leadership as a process to involve stake-
holders in working toward deliberative agreements (and disagreements)
about the ends and means of a livable city. The concept of the livable
city, at best, is simply assumed—without discussion—to be a shared and
universal goal, yet in reality it translates into very different priorities among
and between politicians, civil servants, business people, the poor, men
and women, the unemployed and underemployed, academics, profession-
als, and so forth. Although there is often significant commonality among
such interest groups in the identification of issues, the ranking of priorities
varies—sometimes greatly. Without an opportunity for deliberation, in
which views can be openly challenged and justifications offered, stake-
holders are denied the opportunity to reevaluate their priorities and
concepts and work with others to forge agreements that (most) everyone
can accept.

An appreciation of societal values and cultural norms is also important
to effective public participation and responsible urban governance. When
confronted with ingrained cultural or social constraints, an interest group
might become more conscious of social cleavages and hence become
more entrenched and intransigent. But the alternative is also true; such
an interest group might change its stated priorities. Zulu women in South
Africa—when consulted outside earshot of Zulu men—will allocate prior-
ities quite differently than when consulted in gender-mixed assemblies.
Mayors of small towns in the Philippines—often outspoken, passionate
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advocates for their constituents in meetings with their peers—will avoid
an “unseemly” public conflict in formal meetings with high-ranking pro-
vincial officials, even if it means that their silence will pave the way for
policies that run directly counter to their espoused interests (Schwenke,
1995, pp. 6–8). Central governments, often with the technical advice of
international experts, have been seen to impose a top-down image of the
livable city that is alien to local sensibilities (Peattie, 1995).

In practice, progress toward an ideal like the World Bank’s vision of
the livable city suffers through lack of a local interpretation of this vision.
Cribbed (“boilerplate”) language and ethical clichés can usefully camou-
flage action opposed to genuinely ethical development. Instead, active
stakeholder participation in formulating a consensus on both common
development goals and the means to achieve them—that city’s sense of
its livable city ideal—is essential. If it is possible through participation to
articulate such an ideal, the active and strategic pursuit of the ideal still
remains dependent on the ability of the local governments. At this stage,
the competence, integrity, and motivation of the political leadership of
that city or town is a major determinant of success; if a mayor or a majority
of city councilors share the livable city ideal—which ideally they partici-
pated in shaping—the mission of that city’s government may become
oriented to achieving the vision set by the leadership.

On rare occasions, an inspired and able political leader may possess
his or her own vision of the livable city, achieved outside a participatory
process (or when such a process fails to achieve positive results), around
which he or she then builds a consensus. A classic case is the positive
impact on development of the visionary leadership of Mayor Jaime Lerner
in Curitiba, Brazil. Mayor Lerner visualized a city based on cooperation
and partnership, characterized by attractive public spaces (commercial
areas, parks), excellent access to public transport and social services (child
care, health care, etc.), effective poverty alleviation, and a beneficial
relationship between urban and rural interests. He thought of many cost-
effective and innovative ways to achieve these goals, such as creating a
pedestrian-only downtown, making vast improvements in a public bus
system, involving the poor in recycling of trash in exchange for basic
foodstuffs, and creating a park system that doubled as a groundwater
drainage system in times of flooding. The city now thrives and has moved
significantly closer to the livable city ideal, not initiated but now “owned”
by a large number of stakeholders there.

The livable city ideal is at least a set of morally relevant standards by
which citizens and others may evaluate their city in terms that speak to
their own quality-of-life aspirations and concerns. As such, the World
Bank’s new Urban and Local Government Strategy ought to be amended
explicitly to recognize universal human dignity, to embrace openly a
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process of moral analysis within governance processes, and to institution-
alize popular participation based on the principle at the center of delib-
erative democracy—the moral equality of all persons. In this manner, each
city might gradually move toward an explicit, integrated, and localized
articulation of the livable city ideal, influencing development strategies
and governance processes qualitatively and providing the essential moti-
vation for sustained beneficial change.

Notes
1. Much of the World Bank’s urban assistance is now channeled through a

collaborative institutional venture with the United Nations, known as The
Cities Alliance. 

2. This trend is already acknowledged through various statistical analyses of
a wide number of international institutions, development agencies, think
tanks, and academic centers. Examples include the World Bank, the United
Nations, USAID, DFID, the Central Intelligence Agency, International Coun-
cil for Local Environmental Initiatives, Population Information Program at
the Center for Communication Programs of the School of Public Health at
the Johns Hopkins University, the Overseas Development Institute (UK),
and the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars.

3. Michael Ignatieff is the principal author. Amy Gutmann provided an intro-
duction and served as overall editor, and she coordinated very short follow-
up commentaries by K. Anthony Appiah, David A. Hollinger, Thomas W.
Laqueur, and Diane F. Orentlicher. 

4. For example, see a wide variety of applications as featured in The Quality
of Life (1993) edited by Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen, Clarendon
Press, Oxford.

5. Christine Fallert Kessides, urban economics adviser in the Urban Devel-
opment Division at the World Bank, interview by author, April 6, 2001.
Amy Nolan, former consultant to the Urban Development Division, inter-
view by author, March 28, 2001. Dr. Timothy Campbell, adviser in Urban
Development Division, interview by author, April 19, 2001. 

6. The New Urban Strategy does not make reference to any specific definition
of development, but the World Bank strongly associates development with
economic growth and poverty reduction. 

References
Ames, Steven C. (1998). A Guide to Community Visioning: Hands-On Information

for Local Communities, rev. ed. Chicago, IL: American Planning Association
Planners Press.

Booth, Ken. (1999). “Three Tyrannies.” In Tim Dunne and Nicholas J. Wheeler
(eds.), Human Rights in Global Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.



The World Bank’s New Urban Strategy � 589

Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of Europe, European Urban Charter
(1993). Retrieved from http://www.radaeuropy.sk/english/documents_coe/
congres_local_reg/clrae.html

Goulet, Denis. (1995). Development Ethics: A Guide to Theory and Practice. New
York: The Apex Press.

Griffin, James. (1996). Value Judgement: Improving Our Ethical Beliefs. Oxford:
Clarendon Press.

Ignatieff, Michael. (2001). In Amy Gutmann (ed.), Human Rights as Politics and
Idolatry. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Jacobs, Jane. (1961). The Death and Life of Great American Cities. New York:
Vintage Books, Random House.

Johns Hopkins University. (2001). Population Reports. Population Information
Program, Center for Communication Programs, School of Public Health,
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University. 

Klitgaard, Robert. (1988). Controlling Corruption. Los Angeles: University of Cal-
ifornia Press.

Laquian, Aprodicio A. (2002). Urban Governance: Some Lessons Learned. In
Joseph S. Tulchin, Diana H. Varat, and Blair A. Ruble (eds.), Democratic
Governance and Urban Sustainability. Washington, DC: Comparative
Urban Studies Project, Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars.

Max-Neef, Manfred A. (1992). From the Outside Looking In: Experiences in Barefoot
Economics. London: Zed Books.

Nussbaum, Martha C. (2000). Women and Human Development: The Capabilities
Approach. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Peattie, Lisa. (1995). Rethinking Ciudad Guayana. Ann Arbor: The University of
Michigan Press.

Schwenke, Stephen. (1995). Where Image Collides with Reality: Planning in the
Philippines. Planners’ Casebook Winter 1995.

Sen, Amartya. (1999). Development as Freedom. New York: Alfred A. Knopf.
Shue, Henry. (1996). Basic Rights: Subsistence, Affluence, and U.S. Foreign Policy.

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
United Nations Development Programme. (2000a). Human Development Report.

New York: Oxford University Press.
United Nations Development Programme. (2000b). The UNDP Role in Decentral-

ization & Local Governance. New York: UNDP and the German Federal
Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development.

USAID. (2001). Making Cities Work. Washington DC: The Office of Environment
and Urban Programs, United States Agency for International Development.

World Bank. (1998). Development and Human Rights: The Role of the World Bank.
Washington, DC: The International Bank for Reconstruction and Develop-
ment.

World Bank. (2000). Cities in Transition: World Bank Urban and Local Government
Strategy. Washington, DC: The International Bank for Reconstruction and
Development.

World Resources Institute. (1998). World Resources 1998–99: A Guide to Global
Environment. New York: Oxford University Press.





591

Chapter 26

Private and Public Sector 
Interfaces: Prerequisites 
for Sustainable 
Development

Lucio Munoz

CONTENTS 

Introduction............................................................................................................. 592
Businesses and Human Rights Interfaces ............................................................. 593
Self-Interest versus Altruistic Action...................................................................... 594
Ineffective versus Effective Threats....................................................................... 594
Non-Human-Rights-Friendly versus Human-Rights-Friendly Products ............... 595
Voluntary Compliance versus Inflexible Regulation ............................................ 595
Governments and Human Rights Interfaces......................................................... 596
Pro–Big Business Image......................................................................................... 597
Corruption-Prone Image......................................................................................... 597
Weak Institutional Image ....................................................................................... 598
Conservative Policy Image..................................................................................... 598
Private–Public Human-Rights-Friendly Development .......................................... 599

Reactive Behavior ......................................................................................... 599
Proactive Behavior ........................................................................................ 599



592 � Lucio Munoz

Need for Self-Interest and Regulation Consistency ............................................. 600
Methodology ........................................................................................................... 600
Human-Rights-Friendly Business Model ............................................................... 601

Total Human-Rights-Unfriendly Businesses ................................................ 602
Locally Oriented Human-Rights-Friendly Businesses ................................. 602
Internationally Oriented Human-Rights-Friendly Businesses..................... 602
Total Human-Rights-Friendly Businesses .................................................... 602

Human-Rights-Friendly Government Model ......................................................... 603
Total Human-Rights-Unfriendly Governments ............................................ 603
Locally Oriented Human-Rights-Friendly Governments ............................ 603
Internationally Oriented Human-Rights-Friendly Governments ................ 604
Total Human-Rights-Friendly Governments ................................................ 604

The Full Human-Rights-Friendly Development Model ........................................ 604
Human Rights Dilemmas ....................................................................................... 605

Institutional Failure–Led General Dilemmas............................................... 605
Institutional Failure–Led Specific Dilemmas ............................................... 606
Locational Failure–Led Specific Dilemmas.................................................. 606

Conclusions ............................................................................................................. 606
References ............................................................................................................... 607

Introduction
This chapter introduces a framework that allows one to state the necessary
and sufficient conditions for the existence of long-term full human-rights-
friendly development and to describe the dilemmas that are generated
when moving away from full human rights friendliness, locally and inter-
nationally.

The framework is generally based on whether or not development
processes are fueled by the interaction of local or international human-
rights-friendly businesses or governments. This allows us to appreciate
the structure of development processes when interacting business and
government actions are considered to be human rights unfriendly, partially
human rights friendly, or totally human rights friendly. The chapter first
describes the main human rights interfaces of businesses and governments
to point out the need to work toward the promotion and implementation
of proactive private–public human-rights-friendly development models that
are based on the notion of self-interest regulation consistency. Then the
possible human-rights-friendly business models and government models
are listed to point out the nature of a possible full human-rights-friendly
development model or sustainable development model.

In short, this chapter shows, using qualitative comparative theoretical
tools, how business self-interest can be framed to be human rights friendly
through effective monitoring and enforcement. It further highlights the
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dilemmas generated when relaxing local and international monitoring and
enforcement mechanisms partially or totally.

Businesses and Human Rights Interfaces
Different business environments and motives can have different impacts on
human rights, and there is growing interest in ensuring that businesses have
the greatest positive impact on human and social rights possible or have
higher levels of responsibility, morality, and accountability in their actions.
Different business environments are here conceived as different business
goals locally and internationally (e.g., economic only, ecoeconomic only).

In other words, there is increasing interest today in ensuring that the
human rights dimensions of business development (e.g., social and com-
munity responsibility) are included in the decision-making and benefit
sharing processes. Indeed, Sacks (2002) indicates that global development
processes have an unavoidable moral dimension, which may explain why
the inclusion of the social interface within the ecoeconomic decision
making process in countries belonging to the Organisation for Economic
Co-Operation and Development (OECD) is now gaining incr easing
momentum (OECD, 2000).

It is commonly accepted that sometimes business motives and envi-
ronments fail to fulfill any moral, social, or ecological dimension and
corrections are needed. For example, Saha and Parker (2002), without
directly advocating the replacements of markets by state intervention,
point out that regulation of markets is justified sometimes when markets
do not reach the poor. Ensuring that markets reach the poor is relevant
to poverty reduction strategies, as it is known that income disparities affect
the environmental quality of production and consumption. In fact, it has
been observed that rich people have the tendency to demand a healthier
environment (Khan, 2002) and can afford better technologies, but poor
people are limited in what they can buy or get or have. Also, inconsis-
tencies between local and nonlocal levels of business regulation can lead
to moral and ethical dimensions. For instance, O’Byrne (2003) points out
that mismatches between nation-state and international laws are the
sources of major human rights concerns.

Thus, markets and trade have very strong implications socially, envi-
ronmentally, and economically for both rich and poor people in developed
and developing countries and lead to moral or ethical dilemmas when
the issues of trade flows and the promotion of human rights are consid-
ered. For example, the issue of whether or not countries that respect
human rights should trade with those countries that do not respect them
used to be settled with a policy of no trade, at least officially. However,



594 � Lucio Munoz

now trade take place officially between countries regardless of human
rights records, as the case of the United States and China shows, and that
is seen as a clear ethical dilemma around international relations (Morris,
2002). And the current globalization process is apparently bringing the
moral dilemmas of trade and social, economic, and environmental rights
to a boiling point at which direct confrontation among relevant stakehold-
ers, those who set policy, and those who oppose policy, is increasingly
becoming the norm. Bigman (2002) indicates that international organiza-
tions such as World Trade Organization (WTO) can no longer meet without
attracting the forces opposing the globalization agenda to their meeting
places.

The main business and human rights issues can be categorized as
follows: self-interest versus altruistic action; ineffective versus effective
threats; non-human-rights-friendly products versus human-rights-friendly
products; and voluntary compliance versus inflexible regulation. The main
elements of these sources of discourse as well as current tendencies are
discussed in the following.

Self-Interest versus Altruistic Action
Recently, the traditional view that businesses must pursue only their selfish
interests if they are to be profitable is being questioned on sustainability
grounds; corporations are being encouraged now to follow a more com-
munity-responsible approach. Henderson (2001) points out that corpora-
tions are under pressure to put more value on meeting the needs of
society in general than on meeting the pure needs of stakeholders, and
he feels that this approach will backfire on markets and social welfare in
the long term as it is inconsistent with the true nature, profit seeking only,
of businesses. Others see the more altruistic or community-centered behav-
ior of corporations as consistent with current public expectations (Loizides,
1995).

The move today appears to be toward more corporate social and local
responsibility, in terms of human rights and concerns of the communities
affected by business actions. This is now being presented as a good
business ethic that is also profitable (Conklin et al., 1991).

Ineffective versus Effective Threats
If corporations operate in an environment where nonmarket pressures
(e.g., human rights and labor laws) or market pressures (e.g., consumer
power and stakeholder participation) are weak or ineffective, such as in
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the case of developing countries, they will tend to display more unsustain-
able development patterns. The World Development Report (WDR, 2003)
indicates that to promote growth that is socially and environmentally respon-
sible, we need to create efficient institutions supported by a process based
on equality and inclusion. Corporations in developed countries tend to
behave in more environmentally friendly ways, probably because they are
operating under more effective nonmarket and market threats. This appears
to be reflected in the reported positive link between good government and
institutions and financial performance (Azfar and Cadwell, 2003).

Today, a trend to provide effective and clear threats to influence
international corporate behavior appears to be developing. For example,
to ensure proper corporate ethics internationally, it is being proposed that
international investment agreements be made in binding ways that are
consistent with the promotion of sustainable development programs
(UNCTAD, 2001a).

Non-Human-Rights-Friendly versus
Human-Rights-Friendly Products
If the cost of ensuring that the goods and services produced are human
rights friendly is included in their pricing, then the competitive behavior
of businesses is affected. For example, Conklin and associates (1991) point
out that maintaining cost competitiveness is one of the relevant sustainable
development challenges in Canada, given that competitors may be oper-
ating in weaker regulatory environments and could sell the same product
at lower prices. Differences with respect to economic environments or
cost of doing business in different countries and localities are increasingly
determining the allocation and concentration of corporate activity (Mintz,
2001).

Today, producing and selling goods consistently with sustainable devel-
opment principles appear to be an important part of corporate strategies.
Making such products may help corporations to develop new markets or
reinvent old markets (Loizides, 1995) or help them to portray a cleaner
attitude and behavior to society (OECD, 2002).

Voluntary Compliance versus Inflexible Regulation
Proponents disagree on which is the better way to police company
behavior, voluntary compliance or binding instruments. Tayeb (1992)
points out that international business actually transforms societies during
the process of moving and producing goods and services, and that may
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justify the protection of vulnerable industries in less developed countries.
And OECD (2002) indicates that voluntary business actions are seen as
weak as they are not legally enforceable. However, regulation should
support economic processes while ensuring the inclusion of environmental
and social concerns.

Today, preference seems to be given to a combination of voluntary
compliance and regulation to guide business behavior. For example, OECD
(2001a) points out that its members are using more a combination of
regulatory, economic, and social instruments and voluntary compliance
to support environmental policies.

Governments and Human Rights Interfaces
The important role that governments play in regulating social and human
rights and market activity is widely recognized, and when rights and
market processes do not work, government intervention is required. For
example, Seo (2000) calls on all governments to work together to help
developing countries find sustainable development ways, given that
uncontrolled markets fail to improve poor countries’ socioeconomic
conditions.

Countries and governments have the responsibility to seek the protec-
tion of human rights and economic and business well-being (Morris, 2002),
internally (local accountability) and externally (global accountability), and
this responsibility is increasing in importance with the current trend
towards globalization. Johansson (2002) uses the freedom house index to
underline that political and democratic ideas are increasingly becoming
global.

Public and private sectors will probably work even more closely in
the future as the path toward sustainability is increasingly making business
sense. One indication of this willingness for close collaboration may be
the fact that there is a clear tendency toward what is being called
sustainable banking (Pronk, 2001), and therefore, toward profitable oppor-
tunities for all development stakeholders. The trend may explain why
governments appear to be working hard at improving their local and
international social and environmental images by increasingly showing
more willingness to incorporate social and environmental issues and
regulations in their decision-making process.

There are four negative images affecting government and human rights
issues that are commonly expressed: the pro–big business image, the
corruption-prone image, the weak institutional image, and the conservative
policy image. All or some of these negative images appear to be driving
the agenda and actions of those seeking a more just global economic
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system (Broad, 2002) or are seen as problems that may explain why
globalization processes have not reached the poor, especially the rural
poor, in the Third World (Bigman, 2002). In the following, the main factors
underlying these negative images and current tendencies to improve them
are discussed in general terms.

Pro–Big Business Image
It is known that in order to attract investment and new businesses or to
retain past investment and businesses to support their economic agenda,
governments tend to take a probusiness attitude or provide a good
business environment. But providing a favorable business environment
usually implies that corporations can do whatever they want (Madeley,
1999). As stronger or richer governments or segments of society should
be expected to be better prepared to be successful in the free-for-all liberal
model, then we should not be surprised when seeing the poorest gov-
ernments or segments of society left out of the development and global-
ization process. This is because the effectiveness of the participants or
the right to participate in the process is determined by how much
economic power each of them has; big business can then participate and
the poor and grassroots people are excluded (AS, 1998).

Today, governments are under pressure to ensure that their partner-
ships with corporations do not leave the losers and the poorest behind
and that they lead to fair development. Bartoli (2000) points out that
development has a human dimension besides growth, and Mandle (2003)
indicates the need to care for those displaced.

Corruption-Prone Image
When governments make decisions, economic, social, and environmental,
under conditions that lack accountability, transparency, impartiality, and
inclusion mechanisms, then the seeds and images of corruption are
present. Corruption undermines the foundations of democracy by opening
possible ways to misuse public resources and power and by destroying
public confidence in the public decision-making process (OECD, 1999).
Hence, as indicated by the Commonwealth Secretariat (CS, 2000a), cor-
ruption is in general terms a result of bad governance and it can occur
anywhere bad governance is present. Today, there is a lot of interest in
promoting good governance and inclusion and in eliminating corruption
worldwide. For example, in December 2001 there was a forum involving
countries that are members of OECD and of the Organisation of American
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States (OAS), focused on promotion of good government principles (OECD
2001b), and now the World Bank has made eradicating government
corruption an important element of its development strategy (CS, 2000b).

Weak Institutional Image
Strong government institutions are needed to ensure fair development
processes, yet institutional weakness is widespread in developing coun-
tries. Therefore, the ability of these governments to face corporate power
and to protect their countries, especially the poor, from exploitation is
very limited. Mullen (1999) lists weak institutional capacity as one of the
factors seriously affecting the ability of the state to protect society and to
implement propoor development strategies. Madeley (1999) points out
that exploitation can result from implementing efficiency programs that
are not accountable to communities, and hence under weak institutional
capacity corporate abuse appears more likely.

Hence, the challenge is to build human, economic, social, political,
and cultural capacity (James, 1998), especially now that countries are
being encouraged to implement home country measures designed to
attract foreign direct investment and business activity within their bound-
aries (UNCTAD, 2001b).

Conservative Policy Image
Governments have been traditionally very conservative when making
development decisions, allowing very little or no stakeholder inclusion.
They use top-down control approaches that are unconnected with local
community concerns or marginalizing (Dalal-Clayton et al., 2003). Recently,
stakeholder participation or inclusion has been an underlying characteristic
of sustainable development initiatives worldwide. There are practical and
ethical reasons for adding participatory approaches to development pro-
grams (Malvicini and Sweetser, 2003). It is believed that inclusion and
empowerment make conservative policies more flexible, efficient, and
socially acceptable. For example, the Asian Development Bank recently
made institutional changes to ensure more participation and ownership
(Malvicini and Sweetser, 2003), and donors, nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), and government officials are increasingly calling for more
participatory development processes (Dalal-Clayton et al., 2003).
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Private–Public Human-Rights-Friendly Development

Reactive Behavior

The perception that businesses and governments had in the recent past
that products and services produced in human-rights-friendly ways could
not be profitable put them in a reactive mode every time social, economic,
and environmental groups pressed them to include human rights concerns
in their decision-making process. This reactive mode appears to have been
justified or encouraged by the perception that pressure groups and stake-
holders were heterogeneous and not well enough organized to act effec-
tively and to be feared. For example, Mandle (2003) points out that in
1999 nobody outside the protestors’ camps seriously thought or expected
that the antiglobalization movement could be able to affect the WTO
meeting in Seattle as much as they did.

However, recent concerted and very strong local and international
social action through what is being called citizen backlash (Broad, 2002)
appears to have convinced businesses and governments that they cannot
be only in a defensive or reactive mode forever, and most find ways to
adjust the business as usual approach. These antiglobalization and anti-
market movements and protests are inducing a need to devise some sort
of socioenvironmental responsibility and ethics framework to guide cor-
porate and government actions, locally and internationally. For example,
pressure groups have pushed corporations toward corporate environmen-
talism (Jones and Baldwin, 1994) or addressing of the environmental
impacts of industrialization (Stone and Washington-Smith, 2002).

Proactive Behavior

By incorporating human rights and social concerns in production activities
and reflecting them in the pricing of their goods and services, businesses
can escape the attention of pressure groups while practicing human rights
responsible–behavior by using it as a marketing tool. There is a tendency
now to see environmental issues as excellent business opportunities
(Sainsbury, 2000) and to use environmentally friendly and sustainable
behavior as an effective competitive and financial strategy (Jeucken, 2001)
or as future cost saving or benefit generating activity, especially in less
developed countries (Khan, 2002), where tackling environmental issues
may be cheaper. Now pressure on governments and corporations is
increasing on issue of using some basic levels of social protection to
prevent market and social failures, such as the call of trade unions to
establish a social clause to protect basic labor rights (Van Rozendaal, 2002)
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or calls for humanizing the behavior of corporations and the market
(Alexander, 1997) or the nature of globalization (Bartoli, 2000).

Need for Self-Interest and Regulation Consistency
Even when acting proactively, we need to ensure that we create a market
system (M) in which there is self-interest (S) regulation (R) consistency
to ensure full human-rights-friendly development. Such a market system
can be considered a sustainable market, expressed as follows:

M = S.R

The preceding model simply says that for a market (M) to be sustainable,
it is necessary and sufficient to have regulation (R) that is consistent with
self-interest (S). This is important because without regulation (M1 = S.r),
then self-interest will lead to market failure number one: a situation in
which a sustainable market does not exist because it is fully dominated
by self-interest. Similarly, if we have regulation that is inconsistent with
self-interest (M2 = s.R), then inconsistent regulation will lead to market
failure number two: the state in which a sustainable market does not exist
because it is fully dominated by regulation. Hence, the model suggests
that a sustainable market exists only when there is self-interest and regu-
lation consistency, and under those conditions we should expect that
responsible self-interest would prevail. This idea of responsible self-interest
appears to be consistent with the notion of the civilized market (Alexander,
1997), where it is asked that a characteristic of real persons, responsibility,
be used to effect the separation of business and society. Therefore, we
need to have regulatory systems that are flexible enough to transform pure
self-interest into responsible self-interest. The qualitative comparative ter-
minology used in this chapter to present these ideas is listed in Table 26.1.

Methodology
First, a simple model that allows one to classify businesses in terms of
local and international levels of human rights compliance is introduced
to point out the conditions for the existence of full human-rights-friendly
businesses. Second, a simple model that helps to group governments in
terms of local and international levels of monitoring and enforcement is
presented to introduce the necessary and sufficient conditions for full
human-rights-friendly governments. Third, the notion of full human-rights-
friendly and -unfriendly development is discussed. Fourth, the local and
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international dilemmas of relaxing the full human-rights-friendly develop-
ment model are described. And finally, some relevant conclusions are
provided.

Human-Rights-Friendly Business Model
The following human-rights-friendly business model (B), based on whether
or not businesses comply with human rights locally (BL) or internationally
(BI) or both, can be stated as:

B = BL + BI

The four possible types of businesses that can be derived on the basis
of the model are presented in detail in the following.

Table 26.1 Qualitative Comparative Terminology

M = Market
S = Self-interest
R = Regulation
B = Human-rights-friendly business
B* = Fully human-rights-friendly business
b = Human-rights-unfriendly business
b* = Fully human-rights-unfriendly business
BL = Human-rights-friendly business locally
bL = Human-rights-unfriendly business locally
BI = Human-rights-friendly business internationally
bI = Human-rights-unfriendly business internationally
G = Human-rights-friendly government
G* = Fully human-rights-friendly government
g = Human-rights-unfriendly government
g* = Fully human-rights-unfriendly government
GL = Human-rights-friendly government locally
gL = Human-rights-unfriendly government locally
GI = Human-rights-friendly government internationally
gI = Human-rights-unfriendly government internationally
D = Human-rights-friendly development
D* = Fully human-rights-friendly development
D1* = Fully human-rights-friendly development locally
D2* = Fully human-rights-friendly development internationally
d = Human-rights-unfriendly development
d* = Fully human-rights-unfriendly development
d1* = Fully human-rights-unfriendly development locally
d2* = Fully human-rights-unfriendly development internationally
d1 = Human-rights-unfriendly development locally
d2 = Human-rights-unfriendly development internationally

e
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Total Human-Rights-Unfriendly Businesses

When businesses do not respect local and international human rights laws
at the same time, they are considered to be total human-rights-unfriendly
businesses, which can be expressed as:

B1 = bL.bI = b *

These types of businesses are simply not concerned about the incor-
poration of their local and international social externalities in their business
environment.

Locally Oriented Human-Rights-Friendly Businesses

When businesses do not respect international human rights laws but
respect local laws, they are considered to be locally oriented human-
rights-friendly businesses, which can be expressed as

B2 = BL.bI

These types of businesses are only concerned about recognizing their
social responsibilities at home, not abroad.

Internationally Oriented Human-Rights-Friendly Businesses

When businesses do not respect local human rights laws but respect
international laws, they are considered to be internationally oriented
human-rights-friendly businesses, which can be expressed as

B3 = bL.BI

These type of businesses are interested only in dealing with market
promotion abroad, not in meeting their local social responsibility.

Total Human-Rights-Friendly Businesses

When businesses do respect local and international human rights laws at
the same time, they are considered to be total human-rights-friendly
businesses, which can be stated as

B4 = BL.BI = B*
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These types of businesses are really concerned about the incorporation
of their local and international social responsibilities in their business
environment.

Human-Rights-Friendly Government Model
In terms of whether or not governments monitor and enforce human
rights violations locally (GL) or internationally (GI) or both, the following
human-rights-friendly government model can be indicated:

G = GL + GI

The four possible types of governments that can be derived from the
model are described in detail in the following:

Total Human-Rights-Unfriendly Governments

When governments do not monitor and enforce local and international
human rights laws at the same time, they are considered to be total human-
rights-unfriendly governments, which can be stated as

G1 = gL.gI = g*

These types of governments are not able or not willing to implement
their local and international human rights responsibilities.

Locally Oriented Human-Rights-Friendly Governments

When governments do not monitor and enforce international human rights
laws but monitor and enforce local laws, they are considered to be locally
oriented human-rights-friendly governments, which can be expressed as

G2 = GL.gI

These type of governments are only interested in monitoring and
enforcing local social responsibility, not in ensuring international human
rights compliance.



604 � Lucio Munoz

Internationally Oriented Human-Rights-Friendly 
Governments

When governments do not monitor and enforce local human rights laws
but monitor and enforce international laws, they are considered to be
internationally oriented human-rights-friendly governments, which can be
expressed as

G3 = gL.GI

These type of governments are only interested in monitoring and
enforcing international standards, not in ensuring local human rights
compliance.

Total Human-Rights-Friendly Governments

When governments do monitor and enforce local and international human
rights laws at the same time, they are considered to be total human-rights-
friendly governments, which can be stated as

G4 = GL.GI = G*

These types of governments are able and willing to implement their
local and international responsibilities related to ensuring human right law
compliance.

The Full Human-Rights-Friendly Development Model
A full human-rights-friendly development model (D*) is one in which all
businesses comply fully with human rights laws and all governments
monitor and enforce effectively those laws at the same time as expressed
in the following:

D* = B*G*

The model described is the ideal sustainable development model in
which both businesses and governments interact in consistent ways that
lead to a state of full human rights friendliness: Self-interest and regulatory
consistency is the rule.

Notice that in the model (D*), government monitoring and enforcement
have to be consistent with business self-interest. Also, it is important to
point out here that this model indicates that self-interest can be con-
strained, regulatory threats are effective, flexible regulated compliance
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exists, and human-rights-friendly products prevail in the market. Moreover,
this model implies also that governments could then have a socially
responsible image, an anticorruption image, a strong institutional image,
and a progressive policy image.

By substituting B* with BL.BI and G* with GL.GI in this model, we get

D* = (BL.BI)(GL.GI)

The model clearly shows that for development to be fully human-
rights-friendly businesses must comply with local and international laws
(BL.BI) and governments must monitor and enforce local and international
laws (GL.GI) at the same time.

Reorganizing the terms in this model leads to the possibility of sepa-
rating it into a local and an international component as follows:

D* = (BL.GL)(BI.GI)

The explanation shows that the sufficient and necessary condition for
having full human-rights-friendly development (D*) is the presence of
local full human rights friendliness (BL.GL) and of international full human
rights friendliness (BI.GI) at the same time.

Human Rights Dilemmas
The models shown can be used to point out the possible different types
of human rights dilemmas that can be generated when moving away from
full human-rights-friendly development conditions (D*). To facilitate the
presentation, dilemmas are divided into general and specific, and each is
separated into institutionally and locationally led dilemmas as follows.

Institutional Failure–Led General Dilemmas

In terms of the model (D* = B*G*), there can be three types of general
dilemmas induced by institutional failure: when businesses are not fully
human rights friendly but governments are; when governments are not
fully human rights friendly but businesses are; and when both businesses
and governments are not fully human rights friendly at the same time.

Please notice that (D* = B*G*) implies that if we eliminate government
human rights friendliness fully or partially from the equation, then there
would not be full human-rights-friendly development (D*) as local or
international business self-interest would lead sooner or later to a total or
partial market failure in the absence of regulation.
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Institutional Failure–Led Specific Dilemmas

Assuming that full government human rights friendliness is the norm
(GL.GI), then there can be partial and full business failures. Partial business
failures take place when businesses are not human rights friendly locally
or internationally. And full business failure takes place when businesses
are fully human rights unfriendly. Under the conditions of business
unfriendliness described, one can expect to see voluntary compliance as
a difficult task as self-interest under ineffective regulatory threat would
be irresponsible, leading to the continuation or increased production of
human rights-unfriendly products and services.

If we assume that full business human rights friendliness is the rule
(BL.BI), then it is possible to have partial and full government failures.
Partial government failures take place when governments are not human
rights friendly locally or internationally. And full government failure can
take place when governments are fully human rights unfriendly.

Under the conditions of government unfriendliness pointed out, one
can expect to see the worsening of negative governments’ images, such
as the pro–big business, corruption, weak institutional capacity, and con-
servative policy images.

It is worth emphasizing that the ideal model D* = (BL.BI)(GL.GI)
implies that full business human rights friendliness requires full govern-
ment human rights friendliness if the goal is to achieve full human-rights-
friendly development (D*).

Locational Failure–Led Specific Dilemmas

Assuming that full international human right friendliness prevails (BI.GI),
then there can be partial and full local failures. Partial local failures take
place when businesses or governments are not human rights friendly
locally. And full local failure takes place when businesses and governments
are both human rights unfriendly locally at the same time.

If we assume that full local human right friendliness is present (BL.GL),
then there can be partial and full international failures. Partial international
failures take place when businesses or governments are not human rights
friendly internationally. And full international failure takes place when
both businesses and governments are both human rights unfriendly inter-
nationally at the same time.

Conclusions
It has been shown by qualitative comparative means that businesses and
governments can be grouped by their level of human rights friendliness.
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Only when businesses and governments interact in full human-rights-
friendly ways at the same time can full human-rights-friendly development
(D*) materialize. And this implies that achieving sustainable development
requires reaching a state of self-interest and regulation consistency. It has
also been shown that departures from full human-rights-friendly develop-
ment (D*) lead to general and specific institutionally and locationally
driven dilemmas in which businesses or governments or both at the same
time are in some form of human rights unfriendliness.

Hence, the ideal solution to resolving all human rights dilemmas at
the same time is the establishment and promotion of a full human-rights-
friendly development process locally and internationally at the same time;
probably, the United Nations would be the ideal body for assuming this
responsibility.
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Introduction
This chapter evaluates accounting’s contributions to the development of
analytical tools that should promote the innovation and implementation
of sustainable practices. The underlying connection between information
and the decision-making process has come a long way since March and
Simon’s theorization of management’s bounded rationality (March, 1994;
March and Simon, 1993; Simon, 1957, 1976) tempered the excesses of
economic rationalism in making decisions. It can no longer be assumed
that “better” information will always result in greater optimality. This
chapter adds an ethical dimension to March and Simon’s satisficing deci-
sion processes. It builds on management reflexivity that occurs when they
are faced with disconfirming bits of information about an event or trans-
action (Giddens, 1991).

Information here refers to analytical data. Its representation of any
event is, in turn, related to how sustainable performance is defined. It
involves rethinking how accounting represents business performance
because management decisions could either (further) aggravate or mitigate
the impact of business activities on the fragile socioecological environment,
which has already been ravaged by organizational practices (that have
prioritized economic growth above everything else). Society does not have
the luxury of postponing ethical issues until a later date when it has
generated “enough” money. This argument has been used to rationalize
the unethical economic rationality that has shaped societal “progress” thus
far:

For at least another hundred years we must pretend to ourselves
and to everyone that fair is foul and foul is fair; for foul is
useful and fair is not. Avarice and usury and precaution must
be our gods for a little longer still. For only they can lead us
out of the tunnel of economic necessity into daylight. (Keynes,
1930, quoted in Schumacher, 1973, p. 22) 

Two areas will be examined in this critique: first, the ethics behind
the various definitions of sustainable development; second, accounting’s
contribution to the sustainability debate, which is critiqued in proposing
a way forward.
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In researching the meaning of sustainability, it quickly becomes obvi-
ous that there are a number of competing interpretations with regard to
the meaning and implications of sustainability. It is argued that competing
interpretations are essentially manifestations of the underlying dialectic of
sustainability: It is a dialectic that represents attempts by (competing)
interest groups either to maintain the status quo (in terms of distribution
of power and wealth) or to influence the direction of reform in favor of
certain alternative interests, so much so that even efforts with an eman-
cipatory focus are not united in their prioritization of needs. At the extreme,
there are two opposing worldviews: namely, ecocentric worldviews (with
environment-centered sustainability) and anthropocentric perspectives
(with human-centered sustainability) (Eckersely, 1992).

The second question regarding the construction of sustainability feed-
back is set against this backdrop of ambiguity over the meaning of the
term: That is, what sort of information should be provided to management
to guide them in deciding between options A and B? Essentially the
question of type of information to be produced takes the debate full circle
to the presumption underlying the original question: To whom are man-
agement accountable under an ethos of sustainable development?

Therefore, this chapter is not an enunciation of all the wonder ful
mathematical manipulations that reprocess interdisciplinary measures of
sustainability. Instead it is a social analysis that is located at the beginning
of the measurement exercise. It raises the fundamental but prickly question
of to whom the organization (and its management) are accountable. This
is achieved through a review of competing definitions of sustainability.
The third section then draws on ECOMAC, an European study of envi-
ronmental management accounting practices (Bartolomeo et al., 1999), to
ask whether accounting is living up to contemporary societal expectations:
that is, to engender socioenvironmentally conscious decisions.

Further, as the concept of sustainability is much broader than ECO-
MAC’s environmental accounting,1 a social dimension will be included
through a brief review of the most recent Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)
(2002). The GRI is an attempt to incorporate sustainability into another
subarea of accounting, financial reporting. Before proposing a framework
to address any resulting gaps (between accounting’s innovations and
societal expectations), the fourth section sheds more light on the incon-
sistency between accounting and other social disciplines (namely, law and
land management) with regard to the perceived responsibility of property
owners toward the larger community. The fifth section develops the ethical
groundwork for the accounting framework that is put forward in the sixth
section.
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Defining Sustainable Development
The United Nations (UN) definition of sustainability is based on the
presumption of open-ended accountability that extends beyond the legal
boundaries of limited liability of a public company:

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs
of the present without compromising the ability of future gen-
erations to meet their own needs. º Development involves a
progressive transformation of economy and society. º But
physical sustainability cannot be secured unless development
policies pay attention to such considerations as changes in
access to resources and in the distribution of costs and benefits.
Even the narrow notion of physical sustainability implies a
concern for social equity between generations, a concern that
must logically be extended to equity within each generation.
(World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987,
p. 43)

The UN’s concern for the larger community (beyond the immediate
economic interests of shareholders) is not new: It was raised by Berle
and Means (1967), who revealed a rift between management and share-
holders of large companies that contributed to social disasters such as the
Great Depression. Their third recommendation calls for passive sharehold-
ers to relinquish their hold on management; it would relieve managers
from the burden of having to prioritize economic growth needs over
community needs unambiguously. Concern for the larger community has
also emerged in more recent times in industry attempts to deflect stricter
social regulations by regulating itself.

For instance, in the late 1990s, the main players in the commercial
banking sector in Australia released their own “social charter” in an attempt
to counter allegations of economic single-mindedness; banks have been
reporting higher levels profits while continuing to charge higher fees and
charges. Consequently, industry stands accused of exploiting corporate
social responsibility reporting to camouflage the perpetuation of business-
as-usual practices. Tokar (1997), Chatterjee and Finger (1994), and Atha-
nasiou (1996) provide additional international examples of how “green-
wash” rhetoric is used to distort and manipulate the sustainability message
at corporate, national, and global levels.

Although the preceding illustrations may be portrayed as well-intended
but ineffectual voluntary attempts at self-regulation, business in Australia
(for instance) has been less than welcoming of an independent body’s
attempt to undertake the task of monitoring corporate social credentials
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through its Reputex Index. The index is calculated on a survey of social
and environmental performance of Australia’s top 100 companies. As in
the Standard & Poor’s or Moody’s ratings, companies are rated from AAA
to D for corporate social responsibility (McIntyre, 2003a, p. 11). Companies
and market advocates have balked at this initiative, arguing that the
methodology is flawed, political and subjective:

The index is an exercise among civil society activists who wish
to appropriate the resources of corporations for their own
purposes. º It has little to do with corporate goodness, it has
a lot to do with increasing the power of NGOs to impose their
agendas, which include the appropriation of property and fur-
ther regulation of corporations. (G. Johns, as reported in McIn-
tyre, 2003b, p. 10)

Directors are paid to save the company, not the planet. º More
important, expecting companies to become foot soldiers in
someone’s self-declared moral war mistakes the role of com-
panies and threatens economic freedom. (Albrechtsen, 2003, p.
13). 

The property rights concern raised is a serious one as it reflects the
extent of an organization’s responsibility to the larger community and the
environment. Despite the ambiguous nature of the term, sustainability is
here to stay. Even though it makes the proponents of individual property
rights uncomfortable, business has acknowledged the inevitability of
impending changes to the corporate scorecard. A member of the World
Business Council for Sustainable Development, the political voice for
leading corporations, states:

on the subject of sustainability º there is indeed a connec-
tion—a strong one—among the triple bottom lines of economic,
social and environmental performance. º market forces apply
not only to profit and loss and the creation of wealth, but to
other factors that profoundly affect the quality of our lives. I
think it’s fair to state the case in rather stark terms º that in
the future, companies that are not sustainable—in the fullest
sense of that term—will not be operationally or financially
successful. It’s doubtful they will even survive. That’s why this
topic has a special urgency for all of us. (Stavropoulos, 2000,
p. 1)
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Attempts to capture the spirit of sustainability in the form of “Triple
Bottom Line” measurements have been attributed to John Elkington
(1997). He warns of the public relations nightmare for producers that are
not seen to adhere to the sustainability ethos in a society (that is better
informed about the debate over economic and social priorities) because
society is not as willing to embrace changes to its consumption patterns
(J. Elkington, in McIntyre, 2003a, p. 11). Thus, a dialectical power struggle
emerges from the ambiguity over sustainability: There are on the one
hand,

� An informed community that is unable to effect significant change
directly but has the potential to galvanize sufficient public pressure
on organizations to change their habits

� And, on the other hand, the business world, which has the power
to manipulate the sustainability agenda with its greenwash rhetoric
of corporate environmental stewardship but that runs the danger
of public backlash should a social or environmental disaster occur. 

This dialectic of sustainability implies that no one group of subject
actors should be demonized or hailed as representing the only way
forward. It is a much more fluid situation in which information presented
to the competing interest groups empowers them to shift the balance of
argument (and power). The questions that then arise are what type of
information should be produced and what is its intended impact on the
recipients (be they management or external organizational constituents).

In searching for answers, the scope of the discussion in this chapter
will be limited to accounting information, even though the accounting
discipline is only one of several sources of measurements. Although all
forms of signification shape the evolution of society’s norms and practices,
accounting has a significant impact on management decisions because it
has traditionally been recognized as a means of assessing organizational
performance. The accounting framework exists in the form of formalized,
relatively uniform rules and assumptions about the world “out there.” The
conventional accounting framework is based on the presumption that the
numbers constructed should reflect an organization’s stewardship respon-
sibility to shareholders only, hence, Albrechtsen’s (2003) indignation that
the directors are being held accountable to nobler causes.

It is obvious from the discussion on the definition of sustainability that
the dilemma of “extent of responsibility” is central to the construction of
information. Any 21st-century accounting framework cannot continue to
adhere unproblematically to the 19th-century presumption that prioritizes
business interests alone (Previts and Merino, 1998). Here this core assump-
tion is examined in following subdisciplines of accounting: financial and
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management accounting. The former refers to external accounts provided
to shareholders and other external organizational constituents as part of
the firm’s stewardship responsibility. It is governed by the accounting
profession’s standards and legislative disclosure requirements that seek to
ensure uniformity and fairness in reporting. It is an inherently political
process, and any changes to reporting requirements will consequently
occur more slowly than in the management accounting domain. Here a
financial accounting response to the multiple stakeholder ethos of sus-
tainability will be considered through the GRI (2002).

Since 1997, the Coalition for Environmentally Responsible Economies
and the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) have published
three globally applicable guidelines on accounting for sustainability. The
aim is to raise sustainability reporting to the same level of acceptance and
consistency as financial reporting in the long term (UNEP, 2001).

Management accounting refers to all types of information provided
to management (that is, users within an organization) to assist in making
decisions and to plan as well as to measure performance (and thus
manage costs and revenues). Changes instigated by the sustainability
debate are more likely to impact on management accounting before
financial accounting. Here a management accounting study that was
carried out in Europe to ascertain how companies addressed their infor-
mation requirements, ECOMAC, will be used to shed light on the eco-
nomic–environmental tensions in implementing sustainable practices.
ECOMAC stands for ecomanagement accounting as a tool of environmen-
tal management. It was conducted under the auspices of the Environment
and Climate Programme (Human Dimension of Environmental Change)
of the European Commission (DG XII)2 (Bartolomeo et al., 1999). It
identifies the following activities as central to management accounting
systems: bookkeeping, budget setting and control, capital budgeting,
product costing, and performance measurement.

Management Accounting and Sustainability Debate
This section reviews management accounting’s sustainability contributions
before considering that of financial accounting. But first, ECOMAC’s def-
initions of sustainability:

� Radical improvements in environmental performance—a minimum
“factor four” reduction in environmental impact for the delivery of
final goods and services to customers according to some estimates
(von Weizsacker, Lovins, and Lovins, 1997).
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� Increased “ecoefficiency” through the development of new prod-
ucts and processes which can create more economic value per
unit of environmental impact (DeSimone and Popoff, 1997; Fussler
and James, 1996).

� A long-term perspective in decision making, with greater emphasis
on the impacts of decisions on future generations.

� A greater degree of internationalization of the external environ-
mental costs of business (Rubenstein, 1994).

(Source: Bartolomeo et al., 1999, p. 19)

These expectations primarily prioritize preventative or front-end mea-
sures (instead of mopping up the spills at the end of the production
pipeline). In this regard, it is very much in line with the call for a radical
rethink of production methods and consumption behaviors (Economic &
Social Research Council, 2000; World Scientists, 1992). Despite these well-
intended directions, it will be argued here that the final interpretation of
sustainability is very much the product of the dialectic between economic
and socioenvironmental priorities. This tension is very much evident in
the definition of a term, ecoefficiency, coined by the World Business
Council for Sustainable Development in 1991:

Ecoefficiency is achieved by the delivery of competitively-priced
goods and services that satisfy human needs and bring quality
of life, while progressively reducing ecological impacts and
resource intensity throughout the life-cycle to a level at least
in line with the earth’s estimated carrying capacity. In short, it
is concerned with creating more value with less impact. (World
Business Council for Sustainable Development, 2000, p. 4)

There is every danger this win–win message could be little more than
greenwash rhetoric unless the conventional understanding of terms such
as value is radically changed in keeping with concern for socioenviron-
mental priorities. The question then is, How much of the conventional
“dollar first” logic is entrenched in the accounting framework that under-
pins these innovations?

The Logic Underpinning the Accounting Framework

Revealing the underlying logic requires an examination of the fundamental
building blocks of the conventional accounting framework. The foundation
is represented by accounting’s categorization of business activities in the
balance sheet and income statement: namely, assets, liabilities, equity,
revenue, and expenses. Assets are defined as economic benefits controlled



Foundation Principles Governing Accounting � 619

as a result of past transactions or events, and liabilities are future sacrifices
of economic benefits. Similarly, revenues are inflows, enhancements, or
savings from outflows of economic benefits. Expenses represent consump-
tion or losses of future economic benefits (Parker and Porter, 2002). It is
argued that these definitions privilege economic over socioenvironmental
concerns (Previts and Merino, 1998; Tinker, 1985).

Consequently, the notion of cost, which is an extension of accounting’s
building blocks, is also similarly partisan in its construction because it
prioritizes economic benefits. Yet ECOMAC’s innovations in (the financial
aspects of) management accounting are essentially attempts to extend this
very notion of cost to environmental concerns! For instance, the definition
of environmental costs in one of the ECOMAC case studies, the Philips
Deutschland’s glass factory in Aachen, is as follows:

The operational environmental costs of an organization equal
the monetary value of goods and services sacrificed for envi-
ronmental protection measures as well as for the absence of
such measures. The operational environmental costs are net
costs, therefore any monetary gains achieved through measures
for environmental protection have to be subtracted. (Becksmann
and Bouma, 1999a, p. 134) 

ECOMAC also uncovered a variation of the cost theme, which is
presented as an extension of the zero waste ethos of the quality manage-
ment era:

The essence of categorising costs according to the principle of
quality, lies in the importance of prevention. The ideal is zero
defects; this can only be reached by preventive actions. º The
relationship between preventive environmental costs and the
costs of failure (such as waste disposal and air purification)
signifies the financial side of going for zero waste. (Bouma and
Wolters, 1999a, pp. 127–128) 

It is argued here that even the well-intentioned efforts to prevent
unsustainable practices are flawed because “environmental quality” is
premised on the economic orientation of cost. In responding to pressures
of globalization, the ECOMAC case studies display a (pseudo)sustainability
ethos, which is shaped by the focus on quality. It is characterized by (1)
a focus on controlling and reducing costs under all circumstances, and (2)
a presumption that sustainability involves long-term continuous improve-
ments, and (3) requires the environment to be wholly integrated into the
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business. But the holistic intentions (that is, 2 and 3) are undermined by
the focus on costs (in 1). So, it is not surprising that the study shows that

one major issue will always be the control and containment of
the environmental costs attached to company’s activities. For
that matter, it is important for companies to know their envi-
ronmental costs. All the case studies, in different ways, deal
with these. (Bouma and Wolters, 1999a, p. 113)

Ultimately, the inherent economic orientation of the conventional cost
measures means that it is important for companies to know the impact of
their activities on the environment, instead of the conventional “costs” per
se because the conventional accounting framework is inward looking in
defining the extent of organizational responsibility toward society and the
environment. The 21st-century framework should move away from the
economic orientation of business priorities and place the social–environ-
mental and economic goals on an even footing. Otherwise it will result
in business-as-usual practices that are camouflaged by greenwash rhetoric.
This problem has been highlighted by ecologists Pimm (1997) and Cos-
tanza and associates (1997), who illustrate the (ridiculous) extent to which
the cost efficiency ethos costs is used to justify the continued exploitation
of the biodiversity:

The most profitable strategy for harvesting whales is to convert
all of them quickly into money in the bank. Even the most
stingy savings account produces interest income faster than
whales reproduce themselves. º Maximizing profits demanded
that the slow-moving, inshore-feeding species were first hunted
to extinction, before whalers tackled species whose capture
required more advanced technology. The appropriately named
right whales did go first, the “wrong” whales followed at ever
shorter intervals. Generally, only species that grow faster than
money in the bank should be harvested sustainably. (Pimm,
1997, p. 231) 

So, although the ECOMAC survey reveals that

� 53% of respondent firms had integrated formal environmental
policy goals into their “business-economic policy goals”

� 56% had an “environmental management system” in operation
� 24% were in the process of introducing such a system (Bartolomeo

et al., 1999, p. 25)
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this chapter uses ECOMAC’s detailed findings (discussed later) to cast
doubts over the appropriateness of cost-based environmental feedback in
promoting sustainability (Saravanamuthu, forthcoming).

Investigation Evaluation

ECOMAC found a healthy move toward preventative management prac-
tices across all industry sectors: 44% to 53% of measures used were
preventative ones. ECOMAC also found that management accounting is
“is increasingly recognised as an important tool in environmental man-
agement,” and its significance is expected to increase in the future (Bouma
and Wolters, 1999b, p. 108). These authors argued that “the more intensely
measures have an impact on the primary process, the stronger they will
affect a company’s cost structure” (p. 108). The increased reliance on
extending conventional management accounting concepts to implement
the sustainability agenda is a worrying development. The authors admit
that this (partisan) framework would fit snugly into “economic selection
criteria such as Net Present Value or Return on Investment,” thus allowing
“environmentally focused investment” to be assessed in terms of its prof-
itability. Although this critique does not knock back the need for including
economic considerations in evaluating investments, there is very real
danger that a partisan model will cause it to dominate the sustainability
criteria (cf. Giddings et al., 2002).

Further, ECOMAC reveals that the most popular primary assessment
technique in making short-term decisions is the payback method: 35% of
European respondents use it. In contrast, White and Savage (1995) studied
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and concluded that return
on investment (ROI) is the most common investment criterion. But the
European companies are using a longer payback period than firms using
payback in the United States. Within Europe, firms in the United Kingdon
and Italy have placed more importance on payback than the Dutch and
German firms.

An integrated, holistic analysis of investments will be better able to
reflect a more realistic impact of business activities on nature. But holism
is not a trait of cost reliant tools (such as net present value [NPV], ROI,
and payback) that unproblematically prioritize economic benefits above
all other concerns. Perhaps a (single) holistic measure is not feasible at
this stage because the accumulated (scientific) knowledge about how
humans, the natural biodiversity, vegetation, and natural forces impact on
each other, and are shaped by each other is at best patchy (Ehrlich,
Ehrlich, and Holdren, 1997 in Daily, 1997; Heywood, 1995).
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Allocation of Overhead Costs

Conventional accumulation of costs includes an arbitrary allocation of
common or overhead costs. That is, costs are allocated to the cost centers
where they are incurred to prevent distorting the cost–price data and
subsequent management decisions. However, the nature of environmental
costs does not permit this criterion to be applied in any logical or coherent
manner:

This [allocation based on where the cost is incurred] … is not
possible for some environmental costs, such as the cost of
environmental administration. Here, nobody can determine,
which part of the environmental administration cost is caused
by each production step (p. 139). … While for some environ-
mental cost it can be determined, for which process and product
they were incurred, for others, this is almost impossible. (Becks-
mann and Bouma, 1999a, p. 140)

Further, conventional allocation methods, which were rejected as inap-
propriate in the 1990s, are used to assign environmental overhead costs.
The main activity used to allocate environmental costs has been labor
hours (33% of respondents in Europe, and 55% in the United States),
followed by production volume (24% in Europe and 53% in the United
States). The European study cautions that several of their case studies
(such as Cartiera Favini and Philips) reveal that these methods of allocation
“may result in environmental costs being allocated to processes or products
which do not in fact generate them” (Bartolomeo, Bennett, and James,
1999, p. 27), in direct contradiction to the fundamental principle of cost
allocation.

The study uses the case study of the firm Italiana Petroli to argue for
the application of activity-based costing (ABC) to generate cost information
and data for environmental risk management purposes (Bouma and
Wolters, 1999a, p. 125). Although the move away from profit maximization
per se to risk management is a welcome relief, whether ABC is the best
means of encouraging sustainable management is doubtful. Armstrong
(2002) argues that the emergence of ABC as a costing and management
tool has coincided with the introduction of cost efficiency strategies in
(traditionally white-collar) service centers. Applied recklessly, ABC could
result in loss of staff expertise, reduce staff morale, and cause the firm to
be less competitive in the long run. Therefore, is this revamped conven-
tional cost tool the best the accounting profession has to offer for the
sustainability challenges of the 21st century?
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Environmental Costs

The Philips Glass factory at Aachen and Sony Deutschland reveal that any
definition of environmental costs has to be plant specific because of the
unique circumstances and priorities surrounding each case, so much so
that the study concludes that, “so far neither literature nor practice offers
a generally accepted definition for the term ‘environmental costs’” (Becks-
mann and Bouma, 1999b, p. 143). It raises a political question: In whose
interests are costs being accumulated?

For instance, in the case of Sony Germany, the firm did not produce
the products but was responsible for distributing and servicing them.
Strictly, not all the environmental costs connected to the products are
influenced by Sony Germany (Becksmann and Bouma, 1999b, p. 151).
Does this mean that the firm’s responsibility should not extend to the
environmental impact of its subcontractors, who supply the products that
constitute one of the company’s revenue lines? If no responsibility is
assigned (on the basis of strict legal entity boundaries), then it would
follow that companies such as Nike and GAP (which sell designer apparel
at premium prices) may not be held accountable for the sweatshop working
conditions of the factories in Asia, where the apparel is produced. Does
society today allow the veil of legal ownership to obscure the extended
responsibility to exploited workers? Public outcry against such practices
would indicate that it does not and it has (incidentally) resulted in these
firms’ adopting an internal social charter (British Broadcasting Corporation,
2000).

Signifying Environmental Parameters

It should not be surprising that ECOMAC has exposed “considerable
doubts about the reliability of much environmental and environmental-
related data within companies.” This is because “direct measurement” of
many of the environmental parameters is “often impossible or unduly
expensive, so data has to be derived from other parameters, e.g. measuring
inputs and outputs to estimate losses,” resulting in high margins of error.
The problem has been aggravated in large companies, where data are
collected at different levels and in different locations (including different
countries) (Bartolomeo, Bennett, and James, 1999, p. 28).

The ECOMAC study has identified the emergence of “neofinancial”
data, that is, productivity data that are expressed in physical instead of
financial numbers (Bartolomeo, Bennett, and James, 1999, p. 40). This
form of representation makes little difference to the critique here because
the physical numbers are little more than proxies for the logic of cost
efficiency (Saravanamuthu and Tinker, 2003).
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On the financial accounting front, the most recent formulation of
sustainability reporting guidelines, GRI (2002), considers “boundary
research” to be a “critical reporting issue” in sorting out the “intimate
relationship between the organization and the larger economic, environ-
mental and social systems within which it operates” (p. 26). It identifies
stakeholders’ information needs as extending beyond “direct employees
and financial data” (GRI, p. 39). Despite these claims, its operational
boundaries are based on “financial control, legal ownership, [and] business
relationships” (GRI, p. 26). Its stakeholders “typically” include communi-
ties, customers, shareholders, suppliers, trade unions, workforce, business
partners, local authorities, and NGOs (GRI, p. 40). It is important that
GRI’s stakeholders be holistically defined to allow social reform. GRI’s
current list of stakeholders also reflects a predominantly human-centered
approach, with little acknowledgment of biodiversity in recovering and
sustaining the health of the environment.

To recap, ambiguity surrounds the idea of sustainability because there
is comparatively little knowledge about the holistic interconnections
between humans and nature. What is obvious is that past interaction has
resulted in high levels of social and environmental degradation, and society
as a whole cannot continue as it has over the last century. But proceeding
in a sustainable manner cannot occur in an information vacuum. On the
other hand, precise information cannot be produced because of the lack
of knowledge about interconnectedness, and hence sustainability.

The following section locates this critique of accounting’s innovations
in the broader context of developments in legal and land management
practices.

Accounting Innovations: Legal and Land Management 
Practices
Reeve (2002) argues that the notion of property shapes and is shaped by
several factors including demographic and political changes (Braden,
1982); the actions of the state (Castle, 1978), as well as technological and
economic factors (Barzel, 1989). Here it will be demonstrated that the
way in which common law distinguishes between public and private
interests in ascertaining the rights and responsibilities of landholders is
not unrelated to the state of the environment and a sense of responsibility
for the wider community.

Common law determines the “quantum of socially permissible power
exercised” (Gray and Gray, 1988, p. 16) in respect to a socially valued
resource through one of three criteria: property in fact, property in right,
and property as a responsibility. The method used has far-reaching
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implications as to where the boundary between public and private
interests is located. For instance, for two centuries the native Australians
have been denied land rights because the property as a right criterion
had been used to uphold the presumption of terra nullis (that is, Australia
has been deemed to be unoccupied even though it had been occupied
by aborigines).

However, the case of Mabo v. Queensland (no. 2)3 applies the criterion
of property in fact and recognizes aborigines’ spiritual and cultural con-
nection with the land. Similarly, although property as a responsibility has
been less widely acknowledged in the past, it is the most likely means
of effecting the sustainability ethos because under this criterion, property
rights are regarded as a bundle of sticks. Each stick represents one utility
of land such as occupancy, or aesthetic value. Each stick is subject to
state regulation, making property “no more than a defeasible privilege for
the citizen” (Gray and Gray, 1998, p. 40).

This shift is mirrored in ecologically oriented land management prac-
tices. Hardin (1968) had foreseen the effect of an expanding human
population on nature when he issued his infamous warning about the
“tragedy of the commons” (p. 1245). He argues for private property to be
used as a vehicle to avert the overextension of the natural resources (to
the point where nature’s chemical and biological recycling processes are
unable to cope with the pollutants produced by an increasing population).
But today, the ecologically oriented biosphere logic reverses this argument:
It calls for a cooperative approach to land utilization regardless of indi-
vidual property rights because there is a need to match land utilization
with (bands of) soil type, which stretches beyond the boundary of any
single farm (Brunckhorst, 2000). The farming community in general
acknowledges this reality. A survey carried out by the Australian Bureau
of Statistics (2002) shows that nearly 30,000 farms have changed land
practices to manage or prevent salinity. Of the farmers, 66% identified
farm sustainability as the main reason for changing practices, and 56%
ranked “improved environmental protection” as their second aim, with
54% ranking “increased productivity” as the third objective.

Presently, there is an inconsistency. Farming communities (which are
at the front line of land degradation) and the common law have acknowl-
edged the need to embrace a wider sense of responsibility of ownership,
whereas the conventional accounting framework maintains the notion of
individual property rights and responsibility only to those who have a
monetary interest in it. The next section puts forward a proposal to take
advantage of this inconsistency to encourage an ethical approach to
making decisions that are in keeping with the sustainability ethos of the
21st century.
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Tenets of Ethical Decision Making
The inconsistency between accounting’s representation of business reality
(based on the rights of equity ownership) and the grassroots interpretation
of property (as represented by contemporary case law and biosphere
management) may be restated as follows: accounting simplifies the inter-
connectedness between humans and nature into a predominantly eco-
nomic relationship, while the more socially grounded disciplines of law
and land management struggle to reflect the holistic nature of the rela-
tionship. It is argued here that accounting should embrace the uncertainty
surrounding holistic interconnectedness (that underpins the idea of sus-
tainability) instead of reducing it to a single dimension of cost-based
economic growth. The ECOMAC study reveals the benefits of holistic
accounting: Share prices of firms with good environmental records have
outperformed the market average and have lowered the cost of capital
for the reporting firm (Blumberg, Korsvold, and Blum, 1997, cited in
Bartolomeo, Bennetta, and James, 1999, p. 44).

How does this inconsistency translate into sustainable management
actions? Giddens (1991) notes that inconsistent interpretation of reality
triggers reflexivity in the thought processes of an individual. Kholberg
(1984; Barger, 2000; Power, Higgins, and Kohlberg, 1989) develops this
reflexivity into three levels of moral development: Moral development
begins at level one in which a child identifies strongly with social norms.
Level two sees the emergence of interpersonal awareness in the form of
moral reciprocity. In level three (or the postconventional level) the actor’s
reasoning and actions are based on the critical examination of principles
underlying the norms. There are two stages within each level as reflected
in Table 27.1.

The level of development necessary to transform conflicting evidence
into ethical decision occurs in level three. Unfortunately, it has been
dismissed as a theoretical end point because it has been difficult to verify

Table 27.1 Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Development

Level Stage Social Orientation

Preconventional 1 Obedience and punishment
2 Individualism, instrumentalism, and exchange

Conventional 3 “Good boy and good girl”
4 Law and order

Postconventional 5 Social contract
6 Principled conscience

From Barger, 2000.
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(Outhwaite, 1994). It is argued here that empirical evidence is scarce as
there are few individuals who make it to this category—they are the
Gandhis and Martin Luther Kings of this world. Their lived experiences
provide the evidence sought, and here the chapter turns to Gandhi’s
lectures and writings for guidance.

Gandhi’s actions were informed by the Advaitic Vedic philosophy,
which is based on the premise that humans and nature are intrinsically
interconnected. Knowledge about the holistic connections is not spelled
out. The holistic connections are learned as an individual embarks on
the path of ethical living, a path that became Gandhi’s life journey as he
selflessly strove to free oppressed Indians from British imperialism. Space
constraints do not permit a detailed narration of his life experiences
(see Saravanamuthu, 2003, for details). The point made here is that Gan-
dhi’s ethical progression to Kohlberg’s level three emerged from his
“experiments with (an ambiguous) truth” (Gandhi, 1995, 1993). The term
experiments implies that truth is not absolute and static. The nonabsolute
outcome of experiments encourages an individual to be more receptive
to alternative perceptions of actuality, thus freeing one from the conven-
tional (economic) depictions of the challenges of the 21st century. Oth-
erwise, alternatives that challenge the status quo would be regarded as
“impossible” strategies and would be dismissed out of hand (Krishnamurti,
1978).

Gandhi’s experiments with truth also rebut the popular assertion that
sustainable information has to be accurate and precise (cf. Albrechtsen,
2003). It is not possible to produce such information because of the
ambiguity surrounding human–nature interconnectedness. Supposedly
“accurate” accounting information has traditionally been produced. The
operative word is supposedly, because accounting’s claims to represent
business activities fairly have been steadfastly debunked by critical theo-
rists over the last two decades.

It is argued here that such specificity is unnecessary if the aim is to
create thinking, reflexive individuals who arrive at ethical decisions despite
the ambiguity surrounding sustainability. The following section puts for-
ward an accounting application that strives to bridge theory and practice.

Linking Theory and Practice
The previous section suggests an ethical approach to decision making to
fill the void caused by the uncertainty over sustainability, and the different
sustainability interpretations between accounting and other grassroots
approaches (including common law and land management disciplines).
It recognizes that values and judgment play an increasingly important role



628 � Kala Saravanamuthu

in the current climate of ambiguity about what constitutes societal progress.
These values emerge as decision makers are faced with inconsistent bits
of information about the interconnected reality out there.

The inconsistent bits of information should become part of a 21st-
century accounting framework. It is similar to Macintosh and Baker’s (2002)
heteroglossic set of accounts. Arguing that the current form of accounting
information is a monological commodified perspective that encompasses
agency theory, transaction cost analysis, neoclassical economics, and effi-
cient markets research, the authors assert that accounting should capture
the richness of the complex reality “out there” by granting competing
perspectives equal expression in the accounts. This is a move away from
a single, harmonious, but distorted representation of performance. The
benefit of such unstructured representation of reality is found in the role
that Gandhi’s experiments with truth played in his moral development.

In essence, the way forward is to construct information to assist in
risk management rather than in the blind pursuit of absolute financial
outcomes (that is, immediate levels of profit). Risk management strategies
acknowledge and accommodate uncertainty and ambiguity as part of the
decision process. When intertwined with norms about sustainable devel-
opment, it adds an ethical dimension to management decision making.

The seeds of this form of decision making have been identified in one
of ECOMAC’s case studies: that is, SGS-Thompson Microelectronics’ “envi-
ronmental investment” decisions. Its investments are not subject to “the
usual financial criteria” (Bouma and Wolters, 1999a, p. 123, Table 3.3.6):
Conventional cost information is calculated, but it is used as one of several
sources of information. These other sources of information could be
physical, nonfinancial numbers representing scientific calculations about
emission levels, water quality, biodiversity in the soil, and so forth. The
investment evaluation process begins with a (non-cost-based) analysis of
the environmental impact of the proposed project. Here, it is also advo-
cated that the concept of cost should not be extended to “environmental
costs” (defined as per the ECOMAC study) because doing so would reduce
the holistic management of social and environmental issues to

expenses that are wholly and/or partly incurred to protect the
environment; costs of inefficiency in the sense that it results in
wastage of resources; intangible costs such as impact on rep-
utation; external costs such as welfare of community; and
opportunity costs of little or no environmental protection. (Bar-
tolomeo, Bennett, and James, 1999, p. 48)

Therefore it would reinforce the preponderance of the logic of profit
over the sustainability ethos.
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The key is not to allow the partisan logic of cost efficiency (embedded
in the conventional accounting framework) to sidetrack the innovation of
sustainable management practices at a time when there is no clear pre-
defined way forward because of the ambiguity surrounding the idea that
humans and nature are interconnected. Innovation could be sidetracked
if managers are unable to access alternative performance measures to
legitimize sustainable practices. Even though it is not possible to state
how the social, economic, and environmental priorities should be man-
aged, it has clear advantages over accounting’s traditional emphasis on
economic goals.

The existence and acceptance of complementary and competing alter-
native measures allow greater discussion and exchange to occur before
a judgment is made on how to proceed. The dissonance that emerges
when inconsistent realities are depicted by competing measures is healthy
and encourages reflexive scrutinization of assumptions underlying different
perceptions of reality. It should result in the progression up Kholberg’s
hierarchy of ethical behavior in decision making.

Conclusion
The concept of sustainability that underpins the proposals for corporate
social responsibility is an ambiguous one. Its ambiguity results in the
dialectic between players attempting to camouflage business-as-usual prac-
tices and those genuinely striving for sustainability in operational matters.
So, it is not surprising that less than 50% of ECOMAC’s respondent firms
were integrating environmental management processes in their “product
design, distribution, use/consumption or disposal stages of the [product]
life cycle” (Bartolomeo, Bennett, and James, 1999, p. 25).

In proposing a way forward, this chapter has drawn on the UN’s
definition, the findings of a European management information systems
survey, the most recent financial stewardship reporting exposure draft, as
well as common law judgments to centralize the role of property rights
in the debate over sustainability. It is argued that failure to extend
responsibility of individual property rights would reinforce the logic of
cost efficiency over social and environmental needs at a time when there
is crying need to address socioenvironmental degradation.

Notes
1. Sustainability implies reevaluating social, environmental, and economic

priorities (Giddings et al., 2002).
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2. ECOMAC attributes national attempts to orientate accounting practices
towards sustainability as attempts to endorse the principles of sustainable
development that were defined by Agenda 21 at the 1992 Rio Earth Summit.
The fieldwork that was carried out in 1996 and 1997 comprised of a survey
of 84 European (small, medium, and large) companies and 15 company
case studies of mainly large international enterprises. The study examined
how companies were using or intended to use “environmental costs and
benefits figures in support of their decisions, and what they have been
doing to remedy the limitations of conventional management accounting
in this area” (Bartolomeo et al., 1999, p. 9). 

3. Mabo v. Queensland (no. 2) (1992) 175 CLR 1 as cited in Gray and Gray
(1998, p. 37, 26). 
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Introduction
In both the academic sphere and the practical policy circle, the idea of
“sustainable development” has gained considerable attention for various
reasons, such as the failure of traditional development models to achieve
their promised objectives, greater awareness of the adverse impact of
rapid industrial progress, and worldwide concern about environmental
disasters such as nuclear accidents, oil spills, global warming, land deg-
radation, deforestation, biodiversity loss, and ozone depletion (Haque,
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2000; Hempel, 1996). The growing significance of environmental sustain-
ability can be observed from some of the major international events held
in recent decades, including the United Nations (UN) Conference on the
Human Environment (1972), UN Conference on Environment and Devel-
opment (1992), World Summit for Social Development (1995), and World
Summit on Sustainable Development (2002). The crucial nature of sus-
tainable development was reinforced when the delegates from all nations
made the following declaration: “We, the representatives of the peoples
of the world, assembled at the World Summit on Sustainable Development
in Johannesburg, South Africa from 2–4 September 2002, reaffirm our
commitment to sustainable development” (WSSD, 2002). 

From these global events or occasions attended by government rep-
resentatives, nongovernment organizations, journalists, and academics
from countries all over the world, there emerged some major conventions
and protocols for the environment and sustainable development such as
the Vienna Convention for the Protection of the Ozone Layer (1985), the
Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer (1987),
the Framework Convention on Climate Change (1992), the Convention
on Biological Diversity (1992), the Convention to Combat Desertification
(1994), and the Kyoto Protocol (1997) (Haque, 2000). To enforce these
conventions and protocols, there are international institutions such as the
UN Environment Programme, the UN Commission on Sustainable Devel-
opment, the Inter-Agency Committee on Sustainable Development, and
the Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity (Haque, 2000).
At the regional and national levels, there have also been numerous
conferences and workshops as well as environmental laws and institutions
(ministries, agencies, commissions, associations) guided by the ethos of
sustainable development.

Despite these international, regional, and national initiatives; legal
provisions; and institutions, the goal of sustainable development remains
largely unrealized, especially in terms of the continuing environmental
disasters and ecological disorders in different parts of the world (UNEP,
1997). In terms of deforestation, nearly 90% of the original forests have
been cleared in some regions, and the world lost about 20% of its tropical
rain forest in the mid-20th century (Brown, 1991; Haque, 2000). In the
1990s, the loss of the world’s tropical forest was about 15.6 million hectares
per year (Sheeran, 2004). There is also an alarming condition of dimin-
ishing biodiversity; according to one estimate, if there is no serious
remedial measure, the world may lose 25% (60,000) of its plant species
by 2025, and about 69% of its marine fish stocks are already under the
threat of being depleted (see UNPF, 2001).

In terms of the emissions of greenhouse gas (carbon dioxide), the total
emissions reached as high as 26.4 billion metric tons in 1992 (the year of
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the Earth Summit in Rio) and increased by 4% in the late 1990s and
became quite alarming (Leisinger, 1998). About 75% of such carbon
emissions is from burning fossil fuels, and the remaining 25% is caused
by deforestation (Sheeran, 2004). Because of increasing emissions of this
greenhouse gas, there is a growing concern about the climate change; it
is observed that the planet’s average surface temperature increased by
about 0.6°C during the 20th century (higher than predicted), and it is
estimated that by the end of the 21st century, global temperature may
rise by 1.4°C to 5.8°C (Sheeran, 2004). This global warming is likely to
increase serious natural catastrophes such as sea-level rise, storms, flood-
ing, and loss of plant and animal species (UNPF, 2001). Another indicator
of the growing threat to sustainability is the problem of land degradation
caused by soil erosion, salinization, and desertification. Each year, 6 million
hectares of the world’s land is severely affected by soil erosion, 20 million
hectares by desertification, and millions more by salinization, which sig-
nificantly reduce the crop yields and often make cultivation unprofitable
(Brown, 1991; Haque, 2000). 

In addition, because of the increasing emissions of ozone-depleting
gases such as chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), the ozone layer over the South
Pole is being eroded; serious health disorders and crop losses may result
(Haque, 2000). On the other hand, the increasing emissions of sulfur
dioxide from coal-fueled factories and power plants may worsen the
problem of acid rain in regions such as East Asia (Leisinger, 1998). Another
challenge to sustainability is the rapid increase in the use of nonrenewable
resources such as energy; from 1990 to 1995 the global demand for energy
increased by 9%; the developing world’s energy use is expected to increase
from 32% in 1995 to 41% in 2015 (Wilkening, von Hippel, and Hayes,
2000). These are some of the major indicators of the continuing environ-
mental problems and ecological disorders that pose serious threats to
sustainable development. 

The preceding paradoxical scenario of the growing threats to sustain-
able development, despite the increasing international and national initi-
atives to achieve such development, implies that in articulating these
initiatives, there are problems with the diagnosis of the causes of unsus-
tainability. In this regard, it is mentioned by Redclift (1988) that the current
“managerialist” initiatives tend to fail to address the actual “causes” of the
situation. In articulating the aforementioned conventions, protocols, rules,
and institutions for environmental sustainability, the common tendency is
to focus on factors such as population pressure, industrialization, urban
expansion, and excessive consumption as the main causes of unsustainable
development. However, there is inadequate attention paid to the existing
structures of inequality within and between nations, which are considered
by this author the most primary cause of unsustainability. It is already
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stressed by some scholars that the principle of equality should be central
to any definition of sustainable development (Taylor, 2002). Unfortunately,
as Flint and Danner (2001) point out, in much of the literature on sustain-
able development, the significance of equality is hardly understood and
usually given little attention.

The main contention in this chapter is that although there are many
apparent causes behind unsustainable development presented by various
scholars and experts (some of these causal explanations are discussed
later), it is the severe forms of inequality prevalent in societies and global
structures that constitute the most critical challenge to sustainability. The
chapter also attempts to demonstrate that inequality may even be consid-
ered one of the most critical factors to activate or intensify the other causes
of unsustainability (e.g., population and consumption) often discussed in
existing literature. In other words, to a certain extent, it is possible to
interpret the structures of inequality as “the cause of causes” behind the
prevalent problems of unsustainable development. However, before
explaining the adverse impacts of inequality, the chapter presents some
of the most common causal interpretations in this regard.

Causes of Unsustainability: Common Views and 
Explanations
In the existing literature, although there are conceptual controversy and
diversity, according to one of the most widely cited definitions, sustainable
development is “development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”
(WCED, 1987, p. 8). In general, almost all interpretations of sustainability
are related to environmental or ecological concerns, especially about how
the continuity of development activities, needs satisfaction, and living
conditions across generations may be disrupted or constrained by rapid
resource depletion, land degradation, air and water pollution, climate
change, biodiversity loss, natural disasters, and so on. However, a major
part of the literature is about the factors that cause these unfavorable
environmental conditions and thus pose threats to the realization of
sustainable development. As mentioned earlier, some of the common
causal factors that are claimed to affect sustainability are population
pressure, industrial growth, urbanization, energy-intensive technology,
wasteful consumption, and intensive cultivation (ADB, 2001; GOI, 1998).

First, one of the most common explanations of the problem of sus-
tainable development is the global population pressure caused by high
birth rates in various regions and countries, especially in the developing
world. In line with the population theory of Thomas Robert Malthus
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(1766–1834), which draws attention to the implications of population
growth for the environment and long-term survival (Preston, 1996), it is
argued that the expansion of population is a major cause leading to a
more intensive use of resources (especially land), increased consumption
and production of goods, more pollution of air and water, and larger
volume of waste disposal, which constitute a threat to environmental
sustainability (Corson, 1994). This explanation has gained prominence as
a result of the rapid expansion of the world population (which is expected
to reach 12.5 billion by 2050), coinciding with the worsening ecological
conditions (Haque, 1999a). It has been mentioned that in the 20th century,
as the world population increased to 6.1 billion, the global use of water
and the emissions of carbon dioxide also multiplied (UNPF, 2001). One
example is Southeast Asia, where the increasing population pressure has
allegedly led to the worsening situation of pollution and the degradation
of the coastal environment (Soegiarto, 1994).

Second, there is a widely discussed argument that environmental
unsustainability is worsened by the excessive level of consumption, which
is “central to the environmental crisis” (Ramphal, 1992). It is observed that
consumption requires the production and processing of commodities by
using natural resources (e.g., land, water, ore, energy); involves the
building of factories that often use toxic materials; and, in some cases,
produces waste and pollutants (e.g., use of cars) (Robbins, 1999, pp.
209–210). In illustrating the linkage between consumption and the envi-
ronment, Shiva (2000, pp. 70–71) provides a specific example of con-
sumption in restaurants; the process of preparing and serving foods begins
with “intensive breeding of livestock and poultry,” which causes land
degradation, deforestation, and water contamination. In general, the mod-
ern process of producing agricultural consumption goods requires irriga-
tion, fertilizers, and pesticides that worsen land degradation, salinization,
waterlogging, and so on (GOI, 1998).

Third, the process of industrialization and technological advancement
is also considered a common factor affecting environmental sustainability
in most countries. In this regard, the adverse impacts of industrial growth
are so well known that according to Nudler (1986, p. 61), “The destructive
action of industrialism over the environment has been so convincingly
shown that it hardly requires further comment.” Recently, the rapid pace
of industrialization, which involves intensive use of energy, water, iron,
cement, timber, and chemicals, has intensified the greenhouse effect, water
contamination, resource depletion, and thus ecological degradation (GOI,
1998). In addition, the advancement in technologies has intensified the
process of ecological disorder by enabling industries to exploit natural
resources at a faster and greater rate. For example, compared to traditional
manual tools and techniques, there are now more powerful electric mining
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excavators, much larger oil supertankers, more efficient processes of
producing fertilizers, and much faster vehicles to transport hazardous
chemicals.

Fourth, there are studies on how the expansion of urbanization and
urban lifestyle has led to worsening environmental problems. In this
regard, it is specified that the process of urbanization means greater use
of energy-intensive transport, water supply, recreational facilities, and so
on. In general, urban population consumes more industrial goods, prac-
tices wasteful consumption behavior, and has more exposure to consum-
erist ideology through media (Jorgenson, 2003, p. 381). In addition,
because of overcrowding, most large cities of the world are now experi-
encing the problems of unmanageable wastes, polluted air, and contam-
inated water. However, the rate of urban expansion has become more
intensive in recent decades. In Africa, the percentage of population living
in urban areas increased from 20% to 35% between the 1960s and the
1990s; in Asia and the Pacific, the rate of increase in urban population
was 3.2% per year between 1990 and 1995; and in Europe, North America,
and Latin America, about 70% of the total population are already living
in cities (UNEP, 1999). 

Finally, there is a common tendency among many scholars to blame
the whole market system for endangering environmental sustainability.
Under the dominance of markets, the single-minded motivation to maxi-
mize profit at a faster rate leads to patterns of production and consumption
that are harmful to the ecological system. Profits are often made by
degrading soil through commercial cultivation, polluting water through
industrial wastes, endangering public health by using hazardous chemicals,
expanding destructive consumerism through massive advertisement, and
so on. In the current age, because of the globalization of markets, many
developing countries are moving away from the traditional environment-
friendly lifestyle and embracing consumerism, which represents an emerg-
ing serious challenge to sustainable development (Haque, 1999a; Sachs,
1992). It is often mentioned that in comparison with the Eastern cultural
traditions based on the principle of harmony with nature, the Western
market-based consumption culture is often detrimental to nature and its
environmental sustainability, although there are controversies over such
a cultural interpretation of environment–market relations.

Inequality as a Most Critical Factor Affecting 
Sustainable Development
After examining the existing explanations of factors causing unsustainable
development (e.g., population, consumption, industrial growth, urban-



Critical Impacts of Inequality on Sustainable Development � 641

ization, and profit-driven market), this section of the chapter explains why
the structures of severe inequality represent a more central cause behind
this unsustainability and how the detrimental impacts of the preceding
causal factors themselves are reinforced by such inequalities. Although
the concept of sustainability puts greater emphasis on intergenerational
equity in sharing resources and satisfying needs, it seems to be quite
indifferent to the prevalent intragenerational inequalities in most societies
(Anand and Sen, 1994; Haque, 2000). Before exploring the implications
of existing inequalities for sustainable development, it is necessary to
mention that because of space limitations, the focus of this chapter is
specifically on economic inequality (not racial or gender inequality)
between classes or income groups as well as between nations. 

In terms of class inequality, it has been estimated from earlier studies
that in the developing world as a whole, only 3% of landowners own
80% of agricultural land; in Latin America, only 1% of landlords own and
control 40% of arable land; and in Africa, 75% of the population do not
have control over even 4% of the land (Haque, 1999a). In recent years,
the income gap between the rich and the poor significantly expanded
worldwide; while the share of global income for the richest 20% consis-
tently increased, it declined for the poorest 20% from 2.3% in 1960 to
1.1% in 2003 (Bhattacharya, 2003; Leisinger, 1998). The ratio of the average
income of the richest 20% to that of the poorest 20% changed from 3:1
in 1820 to 30:1 in 1970 to 60:1 in 1990 to 86:1 in 2000 (Bhattacharya,
2003). Given this worsening trend, it is not surprising that the world’s 2.8
billion poor survive on less than $2 a day (World Bank, 2001).

In terms of cross-national inequality, it was found that 22% of the
world's population living in developed nations shared nearly 83% of the
global gross domestic product (GDP), whereas 78% of the population
living in developing countries accounted for 17% of the GDP (Haque,
1999a). In fact, the annual income gap between developed and developing
countries has consistently widened; between 1960 and 1995 this gap tripled
from $5,700 to $16,168 (Leisinger, 1998). On the other hand, the number
of transnational corporations increased from 7,000 to 40,000 between 1970
and 1995, and about 90% of them are from developed nations (Karliner,
1997). Some of these corporations are financially very powerful: Of these
corporations 500 account for 80% of the world’s foreign investment and
70% of its trade, and the revenues of only two corporations (General
Motors and Ford) amount to more than the total GDP of all Sub-Saharan
African countries (Bhattacharya, 2003; Haque, 2004). The income of some
corporate tycoons surpasses the combined income of many poor countries.
It was observed in 1999 that the total income of the world’s top 200
billionaires ($1135 billion) was nearly eight times the total income of about
582 million people ($146 billion) in poor countries (Mitra and Jeyaseelan,
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2001). In terms of asset ownership, the three richest men, Bill Gates,
Warren Buffet, and Paul Allen (all Americans), own assets that are equal
to assets owned by 600 million people in the 48 least developed countries
(Bhattacharya, 2003). These are just a few examples of the extent of
inequalities between social classes and between nations that seriously
affect the possibility of sustainable development.

First, underlying the population pressure as a threat to sustainable
development is the structure of extreme economic inequality within the
population in many societies that intensifies such a threat. More specifi-
cally, the serious income gap in most cases implies the coexistence of
extreme poverty and affluence, which leads to a lopsided or uneven
pattern of consumption behavior that adversely affects environmental
sustainability. With regard to poverty, it is suggested that inequality wors-
ens the condition of poverty, which, in turn, causes unsustainability,
especially because the poor rely more heavily on natural resources because
they can hardly afford resources from sources such as markets (GOI,
1998). More specifically, because of the extreme inequality in land own-
ership mentioned, most landless farmers in the developing world are often
compelled to clear the forests to gather fuel wood and gain some cultivable
land, and to practice overcultivation in order to survive (Haque, 2000).
In Africa, for instance, the worsening situation of inequality and poverty
has led to more intensive overcropping and overgrazing (Haque, 1999a;
James, 1996). All these desperate farming activities contribute to further
land degradation and deforestation. Because in Asia and the Pacific,
countries with the highest density of poor people are the worst victims
of environmental degradation, and it is stressed by Jalal (1993, p. 12) that
“poverty alleviation and environmental protection generally go hand in
hand, as income gap and environmental stress are closely linked.”

On the other hand, extreme economic inequality also implies the
greater affluence of the rich, which is equally detrimental to sustainable
development, especially because of their conspicuous lifestyle and con-
sumption behavior. It is found that domestic income inequality affects the
levels and patterns of consumption (Jorgenson, 2003), and that the affluent
elites are more likely to use (sometimes overuse) expensive but hazardous
industrial goods such as private cars, refrigerators, air conditioners, aero-
sols, and building materials (Haque, 1999a; Simonis, 1990). Both the
production and the consumption of these luxurious goods involve the
intensive use of energy, emissions of greenhouse and ozone-depleting
gases, and toxic pollution of the atmosphere, which are highly damaging
to the ecological system. More recently, a new breed of educated rich in
developing countries are more interested in recreation such as tourism
and golf, for which many countries have converted tropical forests into
luxurious parks, have used scarce land to create golf courses, and so on
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(Bryant and Parnell, 1996; Langhelle, 2000). This brief analysis shows that
extreme economic inequality in society reinforces a pattern of consump-
tion behavior among both the poor and the rich, which is quite detrimental
to environmental sustainability.

Second, beyond the impact of domestic inequality discussed earlier,
international economic inequality also poses a serious threat to sustainable
development. The scenario of how the environment is affected by internal
inequality is played out at a much greater scale at the global level as a
result of the alarming situation of inequality among various countries,
especially between developed and developing nations. Historically, the
structure of global inequality created under the colonial rule, in fact,
intensified the exploitation of nature and the ecological system in the
colonized regions and countries (Gowdy, 1994). The situation of poverty
in developing countries, which puts pressure on the environment, is not
only caused by their internal inequality, but worsened further by the
unequal and exploitative world system (Cooper, 1995). It is suggested by
Jorgenson (2003, p. 376) that “unequal relationships between countries in
the world system enable more powerful countries to externalize the
environmental and ecological costs associated with their domestic con-
sumption of raw materials and produced commodities.”

More importantly, under the existing international economic system
characterized by extreme inequality, there are disproportionate sharing of
resources, consumption, and environmental degradation between devel-
oped and developing countries. For example, 20% of the world population
living in developed countries use 80% of world resources, account for
86% of global consumption spending, and produce 70% of the world’s
solid waste (Leisinger, 1998; UNDP, 1998). On the other hand, 80% of the
world population in developing countries consume only 20% of global
resources (Furst, 2001). The proportions of global resources consumed by
the richest fifth and the poorest fifth of the world population are, respec-
tively, 45% and 5% of meat and fish, 58% and 4% of energy, 84% and
1.1% of paper, and 87% and 1% of vehicles (UNDP, 1998). The population
of advanced industrial countries accounts for the consumption of 70% of
the world’s energy, 75% of metals, 80% of fertilizer, 92% of cars, 74% of
electricity, and so on (Haque, 1999a). 

In terms of pollution, 20% of the world population (mostly from devel-
oped nations) accounted for 63% of the global emissions of carbon dioxide
in 1995, and the United States alone was responsible for nearly 25% of
such carbon emissions (UNPF, 2001). According to one study, the amount
of per capita carbon emissions per year is 10.2 tons in Germany, 20.5 tons
in the United States, and only 1 ton in Africa and South Asia (Leisinger,
1998). With regard to deforestation, it is found that a nation’s share of the
global deforestation depends largely on its position in the structure of the
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world capitalist system, and in the developing world, it is often caused,
among other factors, by the expansion of livestock ranching to produce
meat and export it to developed nations (Burns et al., 2003). Thus, because
of extreme international inequality, there are “unjust” consumption and
pollution between developed and developing countries, which seriously
affect the prospect for sustainable development (Furst, 2001). It is estimated
that in entire lifetime, a child born in any developed nation is likely to
account for more consumption and pollution than that of 30 to 50 children
combined in developing countries (UNPF, 2001). The preceding arguments
and indicators show that although international agencies and experts often
regard the population increase in poor countries as one of the most serious
threats to sustainability, it is the structures of interclass and international
inequalities in ownership, consumption, and pollution that pose a serious
challenge today. In fact, population growth itself is often affected by
inequality, because the fertility rates are known to be much higher among
poor families and countries (Wolf, 1996). 

Third, although the processes of rapid industrialization and urbaniza-
tion adversely affect the environment (discussed earlier), the processes
themselves are largely shaped by internal and international inequalities.
With regard to industrial growth, it is widely recognized that in most
Western nations, it was the preindustrial or precapitalist structure of
inequality that led to an immense amount of wealth accumulation and
thus generated the drive for industrial production for faster and larger
surplus value. On the other hand, economic inequality also creates demand
for luxurious industrial goods (e.g., automobiles, electronic appliances)
among the rich guided by the pleasure-seeking principle of consumerism.
In the case of developing countries, the structure of international inequality
and backwardness (both real and perceived) led the launch of massive
industrial development plans and the investment in large industrial
projects, often with financial and technical assistance from developed
countries. This urge for imitating advanced industrial nations and closing
the international economic gap has been most evident in various Asian
countries, where the rapid pace of industrialization in the 1990s led to a
significant increase in energy consumption (UNEP, 1999).

Similarly, the process of urbanization, which has adverse implications
for the environment, is also largely shaped and affected by economic
inequality. For instance, the expansion of urban population is often the
outcome of extreme rural inequality that enables the affluent rural elite
or their children to migrate to big cities for a more luxurious lifestyle and
compels the unemployed rural poor or the landless to join the urban
underclass just for survival. In addition, there is more macrolevel inequality
between urban and rural areas in terms of infrastructure, service access,
and economic opportunities, which attract people to embrace urban life,
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especially in developing countries, where resources are disproportionately
used for urban development at the expense of rural impoverishment
(Burns et al., 2003). Under this structure of severe urban–rural inequality,
in many countries, the rural economy has been transformed to produce
cash crops for urban consumers, which usually require modern cultivation
based on intensive use of irrigation and pesticides that often cause land
degradation. On the other hand, the expansion of urban population leads
to an increasing consumption of energy, use of automobiles and electric
appliances, production of toxic waste, and pollution of air and water. In
the urban area itself, there is inequality between the elite and the under-
class, and most of these environmentally damaging activities and outcomes
are largely related to the luxurious lifestyle of affluent urban elites. The
point, in short, is that although rapid urbanization adversely affects envi-
ronmental sustainability, to a great extent, the root cause of such urban-
ization and environmental degradation lies in the structures of inequality
within and between urban and rural areas.

Fourth, the forms of economic inequality at the local, national, and
international levels that threaten environmental sustainability are a crucial
part of the world capitalist system based on uneven ownership, income,
and consumption. It is explained by some authors that under the unequal
world system, developing countries or peripheries are externally depen-
dent, and thus vulnerable to the penetration of foreign capital, which
distorts internal class structure, concentrates land ownership, and perpet-
uates income inequality in these countries (Burns et al., 2003, p. 361;
Jorgenson, 2003, p. 380). These interclass and international inequalities
shaped by the world capitalist system also affect the global structure of
consumption that causes environmental unsustainability. In this regard,
Andrew K. Jorgenson in his empirical study finds that “consumption levels
are largely a function of a country’s position in the core/periphery hier-
archy of the world system. º The core-periphery model of exploitation
provides useful explanations of different environmental and ecological
outcomes” (Jorgenson, 2003, p. 375). With regard to the process of
environmentally hazardous urbanization, it is suggested that this process
is also reinforced by the core–semiperiphery–periphery structure under
the world capitalist system. This world system enhances urbanization
worldwide as its international trade and exchange pass through many
territories, and thus, it expands urban population, reinforces urban–rural
inequality, worsens hazardous consumerism, and so on (Burns et al., 2003,
p. 365). 

In addition, the process of industrialization has been intensified under
the world system based on international inequality in wages and prices,
especially low wages and cheap raw materials in poorer nations, which
has led to a significant increase in foreign investment in various industries
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and projects in developing countries (Khor, 2000). In recent years, under
the neoliberal mode of world capitalism that encourages free trade and
unconstrained foreign investment and ownership, there has been a pro-
liferation of foreign companies in poorer nations where environmental
regulations hardly exist. Such foreign investment in hazardous industries
is enhanced further by the globalization of capital, technology, and infor-
mation that represents an essential feature of the current capitalist system
itself. Beyond worldwide industrial expansion, this deeply globalized
capitalist system has allegedly worsened the condition of interclass and
international inequality in ownership, income, and consumption (Mitra
and Jeyaseelan, 2001), which is presented in this chapter as a primary
challenge to sustainable development.

Finally, the structure of inequality not only affects environmental sus-
tainability, it also greatly determines who suffers most and least from
environmental degradation or unsustainable development. For instance,
because of extreme social inequality in the developing world, according
to the World Bank (1992, p. 30), “the poor are both victims and agents
of environmental damage. About half of the world’s poor live in rural
areas that are environmentally fragile, and they rely on natural resources
over which they have little legal control.” Even in many developed
countries, because of various forms of inequality and deprivation, the
poor and the powerless suffer most from environmental and ecological
disorders. In the United States, there is a serious problem of “environmental
racism,” because the landfills, hazardous waste sites, and polluting indus-
tries are usually built around the communities inhabited by the poor and
minorities (e.g., African Americans, Native Americans, Hispanics, and
Asians), who cannot afford expensive housing and are perceived to be
too weak and passive to resist (see Flint and Danner, 2001).

At the international level, the structure of economic inequality and
dependence has enabled the core or developed nations to externalize
their polluting industries and production sites to the periphery or devel-
oping countries (Burns et al., 2003). Although this process reduces envi-
ronmental damage in the former, it causes serious problems in the latter.
By producing and exporting various consumption items (e.g., timber, oil,
and cash crops) for affluent countries such as Japan and the United States,
many poor countries suffer from environmental problems such as land
degradation and pollution (Crabbé, 1997). It is also mentioned that the
geographical separation of consumption (in developed nations) and pro-
duction or harvesting (in poor countries) may often mask the environ-
mental effects of the current global economy (Novek and Kampen, 1992).
Moreover, because of international inequality and dependence, many
developing countries have become the victims of waste dumping by
developed nations. It is observed that developed nations are trying to
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dump nearly 29 million tons of toxic wastes in various African countries;
that Australia dumped over 8.5 thousand tons of wastes and 1.3 million
scrap batteries in certain developing countries; and that countries such as
India, China, Indonesia, and the Philippines have become the major
destinations for the waste dumping by the OECD countries (Bhattacharya,
2003). Because of global inequality in poverty and affluence, poorer
countries accept being the targets of dumping of wastes by rich nations
often in exchange for some small amounts of money, although it causes
them to suffer from environmental degradation and unsustainability.

Concluding Remarks
In this chapter, it has been stressed that in order to achieve sustainable
development, it is imperative to overcome the causes of unsustainability.
It is also explained that although some of the common interpretations of
these causes or factors (e.g., population pressure, industrial growth, urban
development) have been widely known, the role played by the structures
of inequality (among classes and nations) in causing unsustainable devel-
opment as well as activating those common factors is often downplayed.
The current emphasis on intergenerational equity fails to address these
interclass and international inequalities, which need to be seriously
addressed because the initiatives based on other causal explanations have
not had much result. Some critics even argue that these common inter-
pretations or the “popular paradigms” of sustainable development them-
selves have done greater harm to nature; many organizations and experts
may have benefited from huge grants offered in the name of natural
conservation and sustainability, but nature itself has hardly gained from
them (Soule, 2000). 

In any case, in order to be serious about resolving the problem of
unsustainability by mitigating internal and international inequalities, some
major policy options could be tentatively outlined. First, there is an
immediate need to address the alarming condition of inequality and
poverty, especially in developing countries, by adopting land reforms,
redistributing income, generating employment, and reforming the service
sectors (e.g., education, health, housing) in favor of the landless and the
poor (Guimaraes, 2001; Hossain, 1995). As Jalal (1993, p. 7) mentions,
sustainable development will “remain a dream unless problems of poverty
alleviation and control of environmental degradation are dealt with simul-
taneously.” In addition to these structural reforms, all sections of society,
especially the marginalized low-income citizens, should be genuinely
consulted and their voices taken into account in making decisions about
issues that affect their lives, including the environment (Holmen, 2001).
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Second, at the international level, there must be a basic change in the
prevalent structure of extreme economic inequality among nations, espe-
cially between developed and developing countries. Although the demand
of developing countries for a New International Economic Order, which
emerged in the 1970s, has largely been forgotten, a similar but more
effective collective strategy should be pursued by these countries in order
to articulate their demand for a greater share of global income, more
favorable terms of trade, fairer distribution of environmental costs and
benefits, and so on. In line with this argument, some authors suggest the
overall transfer of funds and subsidies from affluent nations to poor
countries, which may reduce global poverty and inequality, diminish
people’s excessive consumption in rich countries, and alleviate environ-
mental degradation in developing countries (Auty and Brown, 1997).

Third, there should be more effective international laws and institutions
to enforce globally agreed environmental standards and ensure compliance
with such standards by all nations, including the big powers such as the
United States and China. Although there are some major conventions and
institutions, mentioned earlier, they have not had much success, perhaps
because of their lack of coordinated effort as well as their lack of power
to oblige the global powers, especially the world’s biggest polluters such
as the United States, to comply with major environmental agreements and
legislation such as the Rio Declaration and the Kyoto Protocol (Haque,
2000; Lemonick, 1997). More potent laws and institutions need to be
adopted in order to put them above any particularistic national interests. 

Fourth, beyond the enforcement of international laws and institutions,
it is essential to change the consumption pattern, especially in developed
countries, drastically by educating people, generating awareness through
alternative media, and imposing negative incentives such as heavy con-
sumption tax on hazardous industrial goods. Public education and aware-
ness can be related to nutrition knowledge, dangers of modified foods
and chemicals, adverse impacts of obsessive consumerism, and signifi-
cance of ecological health (Haque, 1999b; Leisinger, 1998). To discourage
hazardous consumption, heavy tax or duty should be imposed on private
cars and certain electronic appliances, and strict regulations should be
followed in relation to the polluting factories, packaging industry, and
advertising agencies. On the other hand, it is necessary to take measures
to improve the living standards of the rural poor, ensure the satisfaction
of their basic needs, encourage people to use ecology-friendly technology,
and so on (Dreze and Sen, 1995; Furst, 2001).

Finally, the adoption and implementation of the measures mentioned
for environmental protection and sustainability require committed leader-
ship and devoted policy makers. Unfortunately, because many political
leaders and top officials themselves often gain from economic inequality,
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believe in industrial and urban expansion, and are fond of expensive
imported goods, they may not take any drastic remedial measures in this
regard. Thus, there is a need for such committed leadership to emerge in
both developed and developing countries for undertaking genuine initi-
atives to redistribute land, reduce income gaps, adopt effective environ-
mental protection laws and institutions, regulate industrial growth, and
create public awareness at both the national and international levels in
order to achieve sustainable development.
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