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Introduction: Toward an effective
framework for sustainable
development

W. Bradnee Chambers and Jessica F. Green

Introduction

In 1987, the oft-cited Brundtland Report challenged the international
community to achieve ‘‘development that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs’’.1 Though the Brundtland Report’s definition of sustainable devel-
opment is elegant in its simplicity, the enormous political, academic and
policy debates it has spawned suggest that it is insufficient.

Since then, the world of sustainable development has grown unsustain-
ably. New legal instruments, multilateral regimes, institutions and actors
continue to appear on the policy-making scene. The research and liter-
ature of sustainable development have expanded into a vast multidisci-
plinary effort, recruiting academics and experts from a wide variety of
areas. Even armed with new knowledge and institutions, the interna-
tional community continues to struggle with the challenges presented by
the Brundtland Report.

Nonetheless, progress has been made. Despite the complexity of the
issues surrounding sustainable development, we have advanced our un-
derstanding of its constituent components. Achieving sustainable devel-
opment requires recognizing its social, economic and environmental pil-
lars and integrating all three considerations into policy interventions. It
requires, as noted in Agenda 21, broad consultation with stakeholders.2
Some would argue that sustainable development demands even larger
changes.
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To meet these challenges and implement change, international insti-
tutions have been created by the handful. Now, there is a growing
awareness within the United Nations, and among governments and civil
society, that these institutions must be evaluated and governance for sus-
tainable development strengthened. Many have argued that institutions
can have a profound effect on policy outcomes.3 In the case of sustain-
able development governance, a growing number of studies are linking
the failure to make progress to protect the environment and achieve sus-
tainable development to the complexity, inefficiency and weaknesses of
current institutions. Major declarations such as the Rioþ5 review, the
UN Millennium Declaration, the Malmö Ministerial Declaration and the
Monterrey Consensus all point out the need to streamline and strengthen
the system of international sustainable development governance, with the
aim of enhancing policy coherence and implementation.

Obstacles to sustainable development

These goals, though important, will not be easy to achieve. Governance
for sustainable development faces a number of obstacles. The first set
of obstacles is procedural – pertaining to the institutional arrangements
themselves. The international architecture for sustainable development
is highly fragmented, with different institutions focused on different pol-
icy aspects. In a sense, this is logical: each of the three pillars of sustain-
able development has its own priorities, and institutions thus have differ-
ent organizational missions and goals. Yet the unforeseen consequences
of this diffusion are considerable.
The diffuse nature of the system is further fragmented by a lack of

strong mechanisms for coordination across institutions. Each of the
pillars has its own governing council and member states. And, although
these members may and often do overlap across institutions or sectors,
they tend to treat each institution separately. Consistency across institu-
tions is highlighted as an important goal but, at the same time, there is a
hierarchy of priorities within each sector. Thus, the policies of the World
Trade Organization (WTO) remain focused on economic growth, while
social and environmental measures often take a back seat. Similarly, the
policies for sustainable development of the United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP) are environment driven, sometimes to the detri-
ment of economic considerations. Thus, lofty intentions of consistency
are overshadowed, not surprisingly, by each institution’s mission. This
disjuncture between desired and actual policies will persist until a mech-
anism is created at a level with enough legitimacy and authority to set
policy priorities that can and will be adhered to by the institutions of all
three pillars of sustainable development.
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duce the autonomy of multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs) to
the extent that the capacity for innovation is hindered.
Although reducing fragmentation within IEG is the first step toward

increased effectiveness of sustainable development governance, proposals
for reform must look for ways to increase coordination, centralization
and compliance across international governance structures beyond the
scope of the environment. In the second half of the book, the authors ex-
amine the interaction of other global institutional arrangements with
IEG. Some have argued that the opposition of the WTO to governance
structures of sustainable development is perhaps the most formidable ob-
stacle to coherent governance in the age of globalization. Chapters 5–8
move beyond IEG to examine the potential of the WTO and other UN
bodies to increase cooperation and synergies in international sustainable
development governance.
In chapter 5, Sampson challenges the notion that trade and environ-

ment are inherently conflicting; instead, he considers incremental changes
within the WTO that could enhance cooperation between the two re-
gimes. He points out that increasing the WTO’s role with respect to IEG
is not the answer. Rather, changes in the focus of existing functions could
serve to enhance coordination between trade and environment regimes,
in a way that would not require significant changes to either set of insti-
tutions. Sampson points to the Committee on Trade and the Environ-
ment in the WTO as a viable forum for reviewing trade and environment
linkages and for coordinating further discussion around them. He points
out that such reorientation of existing structures is preferred to changing
WTO rules, an undertaking for which there would be little political will.
Instead, he proposes that standards and trade measures adopted in
MEAs be adopted by WTO members in turn. This would impose some
coherence across regimes and sidestep issues of rule-changing within the
WTO.

Compliance

The recognition of the inherent weaknesses of the IEG structure has
prompted arguments for a more integrated, coordinated and binding
system. Thus, the last three chapters of the book examine proposals for
enhancing compliance mechanisms within the international governance
system as a whole or for creating new institutions for compliance within
IEG.
Problems relating to compliance and dispute settlement were also high-

lighted through the course of UNU-IAS’s project on reforming IEG. The
lack of direct enforcement procedures or obligatory dispute settlement
mechanisms within most MEAs has allowed serious questions to be
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raised about treaty implementation at the national level. Several coun-
tries have been criticized for their lack of effort, on a practical level, to
implement their binding obligations under various MEAs. Proponents of
greater integration in international environmental governance draw upon
the WTO, with its effective compliance and dispute settlement mecha-
nisms, as a model for IEG. Although over 20 agreements fall under the
WTO umbrella, they all operate within a common and obligatory dispute
settlement framework, which provides the opportunity to use economic
sanctions as counter-measures or to nullify membership benefits in cases
of non-compliance.

Beyond exporting WTO models to IEG, another recommendation that
has attracted much attention is the creation of a World Environment
Court (WEC). This proposal has gained renewed momentum because of
the example set by the recent entry into force of the International Crimi-
nal Court. At a conceptual level, it is envisaged that this specialized envi-
ronmental court would provide binding decisions in a more time-efficient
way than the existing International Court of Justice (ICJ). A WEC could
hold both states and private sector actors to account for the environmen-
tal damage they inflict while in breach of internationally binding stan-
dards. Of course, major questions remain: Who will have legal standing
to sue? Who can be sued? What laws will be applicable? In chapter 6,
Pauwelyn points out the need to create a compulsory dispute mechanism
in international environmental law. Without it, the international commu-
nity risks creating a two-class society of international norms: those that
can be judicially enforced, as with the WTO; and those that cannot, as
with international environmental law. Thus, the critical issue is not the
institution that adjudicates non-compliance but, rather, getting states
to agree to ‘‘binding and law-based dispute settlement procedures’’.7
Should the WEC be deemed the appropriate institutional response to es-
tablishing such rules and procedures, Pauwelyn notes, its political feasi-
bility would be much more likely when considered in tandem with a
WEO. However, a WEC, with or without a WEO, must take care to
remain integrated with the larger corpus of international law, and not be-
come a self-contained regime.

Another suggestion made in several different forums to improve com-
pliance involves revamping the UN Trusteeship Council, which had ori-
ginally served as an international caretaker during the period of decolo-
nization. The recommendation, made by widely recognized experts in
IEG and endorsed by the UN Secretary-General, proposes that the now
idle Trusteeship Council be reformed to focus on areas that do not fall
under any national jurisdiction – such as the global commons. Redgwell
argues in chapter 7 that such a role for the Trusteeship Council would
not infringe on state sovereignty, because its purview would be restricted
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to those matters that are the ‘‘common concern of mankind’’. In this role,
the Trusteeship Council would serve not as an administering authority
but rather as a forum in which states would exercise their collective trust-
eeship. This would effectively link the Trusteeship Council to the notion
of global governance.
A final proposal for enhancing compliance mechanisms within IEG is to

expand the mandate of the UN Security Council to include certain envi-
ronmental issues. This possibility was explicitly recognized in 1992, when
the President of the Council offered a statement on behalf of members
declaring that ‘‘the nonmilitary sources of instability in the economic, so-
cial, humanitarian and ecological fields have become threats to peace and
security’’.8 This statement was given further credence by the adoption of
Security Council Resolution 1308 in 2000, which states that, if left un-
checked, HIV/AIDS could pose a risk to stability and security.
In light of these discussions, extending the Security Council’s mandate

to include environmental threats seems a plausible proposal. At the same
time, it raises questions about which environmental matters may be con-
sidered to be matters of international security, and how this new role
might fit with the Council’s current mandate to maintain international
peace and security. In chapter 8, Elliott points out that the Security
Council is already taking on additional issues, such as humanitarian
emergencies and human rights abuses; thus, including environmental
threats should not be considered an inappropriate addition. Certainly,
environmental degradation can be linked to armed conflicts in the recent
past, such as in Somalia, Liberia and Rwanda. However, more general
threats to the environment in times of peace would require broadening
the Security Council mandate, perhaps through a decision stating that en-
vironmental behaviours with severe negative impacts may be considered
a threat to international peace and security.

Conclusion

The outcomes of the World Summit on Sustainable Development
(WSSD) have reaffirmed the need for institutional reform. The ‘‘Plan of
Implementation’’, which details the decisions taken through the course of
the WSSD process, reiterates that ‘‘an effective institutional framework
for sustainable development at all levels is key to the full implementation
of Agenda 21 . . . and meeting emerging sustainable development chal-
lenges’’.9 The ‘‘Plan of Implementation’’ outlines 13 objectives that
should govern institutional reform efforts, including integrating the three
pillars of sustainable development in a balanced manner, increasing ef-
fectiveness and efficiency through limiting overlap, and strengthening

10 W. BRADNEE CHAMBERS AND JESSICA F. GREEN



international institutions. At the international level, the Plan calls for in-
creased cooperation across regimes and institutions, and specifies new
roles for the General Assembly, the Economic and Social Council and
the Commission on Sustainable Development.

The WSSD confirms that institutional reform for sustainable develop-
ment has reached the international stage. International policy makers
have also recognized the institutional problems identified by the aca-
demic community, and have committed to take action. Issues of coher-
ence and cooperation are especially prominent; compliance has yet to
emerge as a central concern for sustainable development governance.
Thus, despite criticisms that the WSSD has failed to promote change of
the magnitude necessary for meaningful reform, the ‘‘Plan of Implemen-
tation’’ does mark the beginning of an incremental process toward effec-
tive institutional change.

Though changes in the current landscape of international governance
are needed, they are not a panacea for achieving the objectives of sus-
tainable development. The lack of coherence within the formal interna-
tional institutional architecture reflects a persisting high level of disagree-
ment about what would constitute an effective and appropriate approach
to achieving sustainable development. The inability of the international
community to agree upon a common approach to sustainable develop-
ment governance is largely rooted in disparities between the perspec-
tives and priorities of developed and developing countries. Reducing
and overcoming these disparities remain, therefore, critical prerequisites
for the creation of an effective, efficient and equitable system of sustain-
able development governance.
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