
1

Welcome to lecture 3 of Topic 1.10.  This lecture focuses on sustainable 
development.



Sutton (2000) defines sustainability as ‘maintaining or sustaining something’ 
but suggests that the term has little meaning until what it is that needs to be 
sustained is identified.

As we will see in this lecture, the term sustainable in relation to sustainable 
development is confusing due to the different contexts in which it is used –
some people use the term in the context of maintaining or sustaining the 
environment, others use the term in the context of sustaining the environment, 
whilst simultaneously developing social and economic aspects of 
communities.
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The concept of sustainable development emerged in the 1980s as an 
extension of the concerns expressed by the environmental movement of the 
1960s, 1970s and early 1980s.

According to Robinson (2003), whilst the environmentalists often band 
together against the anti-environmentalists, there is actually a division in the 
environmental movement between the preservation and conservation 
approach.  The preservationists focus on preserving natural areas in an 
undeveloped, untouched form by changing peoples attitudes towards nature.  
The conservationists focus on the protection of natural areas by increasing 
efficiency in the use of resources and using technological improvements to 
ensure natural areas are available for future generations to use.

Robinson (2003) considers that the preservationists approach more 
accurately supports the core meaning of the term sustainability – maintaining 
the natural environment, whilst the conservationists approach is better 
described as sustainable development.  In Australia the terms ‘sustainability’ 
and ‘sustainable development’ are used interchangeably (Department of the 
Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts, 2009, p. 12)
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In 1987, the World Commission of Environment and Development released 
the report ‘Our Common Future’, which focused on both environmental and 
development issues, arguing that both human development and poverty, and 
environmental deterioration has to be resolved simultaneously in a mutually 
reinforcing way (Robinson, 2003).

‘Our Common Future’ argued that a new form of sustainable development 
was required, which it defined as (Robinson, 2003):

‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs’

Some people consider the ‘Our Common Future’ approach to sustainable 
development as a contradiction in terms – promoting sustainability or 
maintenance on the one hand, whilst also promoting growth and development 
on the other hand (Robinson, 2003).

The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (Cited in 
Statistics New Zealand, n.d.) describes sustainable development in terms of 
community capital, suggesting that sustainability occurs when development 
does not erode, but rather maintains or enhances environmental [natural] 
capital, economic capital, social capital and human capital.

4



Other authors describe sustainable development as consisting of three pillars 
(Gibson 2006, Victorian Auditor General’s Office 2004): The environmental 
pillar, the economic pillar, and the social pillar.
In 2002, the participants at the World Summit on Sustainable Development 
included the concept of three pillars in the Johannesburg Declaration:
‘Accordingly, we assume a collective responsibility to advance and strengthen 
the interdependent and mutually reinforcing pillars of economic development, 
social development and environmental protection – at the local, national and 
global levels.’
The environmental protection pillar consists of taking action to protect the 
local, national and global environment - protecting the renewable and non-
renewable resources, and protecting the environmental services of 
ecosystems.
The economic development pillar consists of taking action to develop the 
local, national and global economy.  We looked at economic development in 
topic 1.9 Enterprising Communities

The social development pillar consists of taking action to develop the social 
conditions in which people live and work – locally, nationally and globally.  We 
looked at some of these social condition in topic 1.7 Healthy Communities, 
when we looked at the social determinants of health 
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The practice of sustainable development is based on a number of key 
principles (Cotter and Hannan, 1999; Victorian Auditor-General’s Office, 
2004), including:
The need for community involvement - sustainable development can only be 
achieved with the support and involvement of the whole community 
Environmental, social and economic considerations need to be integrated in 
decision making - actions in one pillar of sustainability affects conditions in 
other pillars
The need for fairness and equal access to opportunities amongst the worlds 
inhabitants - all people have a right to equal access to opportunities, and 
developing countries have a right to progress to a level comparable with the 
developed world
The need for fairness and equal access to opportunities for future generations 
- future generations have a right to enjoy a quality of life as good as, or better 
than, the current generations
The need to protect biological diversity and ecological systems - biodiversity 
and healthy ecosystems are essential to our way of life
A lack of scientific certainty should not be a reason for postponing action to 
prevent environmental degradation – that principle is called the precautionary 
principle
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These are 3 examples of global initiatives that have a focus on sustainable 
development:
Local Agenda 21
Decade of Education for Sustainable Development
Sustainable Development Goals
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Local Agenda 21 was an international planning process aimed at encouraging 
local government to work with their communities to create a sustainable 
future.  Local Agenda 21 originated from the document Agenda 21 which was 
adopted at the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development.

Chapter 28 section 1 of Agenda 21 recognised the pivotal role of local 
authorities, such as Councils, in fulfilling the objectives of sustainable 
development (United Nations Department of Social and Economic Affairs, 
1992):

‘Because so many of the problems and solutions being addressed by Agenda 
21 have their roots in local activities, the participation and cooperation of local 
authorities will be a determining factor in fulfilling its objectives. Local 
authorities construct, operate and maintain economic, social and 
environmental infrastructure, oversee planning processes, establish local 
environmental policies and regulations, and assist in implementing national 
and subnational environmental policies. As the level of governance closest to 
the people, they play a vital role in educating, mobilizing and responding to 
the public to promote sustainable development.’
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Chapter 28 section 3 of Agenda 21 outlines the process that local authorities 
should take (United Nations Department of Social and Economic Affairs, 
1992):

‘Each local authority should enter into a dialogue with its citizens, local 
organisations and private enterprises and adopt ‘a local Agenda 21’.  Through 
consultation and consensus-building, local authorities would learn from 
citizens and from local, civic, community, business and industrial 
organisations and acquire the information needed for formulating the best 
strategies.’

The Local Agenda 21 process is not prescriptive; there is no fixed model on 
how to develop a Local Agenda 21 plan.  The aim of Local Agenda 21 was for 
local authorities to build upon their existing planning processes - to determine 
their goals through a collaborative ‘whole of community’ planning process, and 
better integrate their environmental, social and economic goals (Environment 
Australia, 2002).
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Chapter 36 of Agenda 21 is devoted to promoting the need for education, 
public awareness and training to be reoriented towards sustainable 
development.

Section 3 of Chapter 36 stresses the need to provide education to support 
community involvement in decision making (United Nations Department of 
Social and Economic Affairs, 1992):
‘Both formal and non-formal education are indispensable to changing people’s 
attitudes so that they have the capacity to assess and address their 
sustainable development concerns.  It is also critical for achieving 
environmental and ethical awareness, values and attitudes, skills and 
behaviours consistent with sustainable development and for effective public 
participation in decision-making.’



‘Education about sustainable development’ has been distinguished from 
‘education for sustainable development’:
Education about sustainable development ‘is an awareness lesson or 
theoretical discussion’ about sustainable development
In contrast
Education for sustainable development is ‘a tool to achieve more sustainable 
futures’
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In 2002, the United Nations General Assembly proclaimed 2005-2014 as the 
Decade of Education for Sustainable Development.  In order to implement the 
Decade, governments around the world developed implementation schemes 
to reorientate their education, public awareness and training systems towards 
sustainable development (Department of Environment and Heritage, 2007, 
p.2).

The Australian Government’s response to the Decade of Education for 
Sustainable Development is contained in:
‘Caring for Our Future: the Australian Government Strategy for the United 
Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development’ (Department of 
Environment and Heritage, 2007) and
‘Living Sustainably: the Australian Government's National Action Plan for 
Education for Sustainability’ (Department of the Environment Water Heritage 
and the Arts, 2009).  
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In the introduction lecture for this program, we showed this slide and 
discussed how this program is underpinned by key principles of education for 
sustainable development.  These principles include: envisioning a better 
future, systems thinking, critical thinking and reflection, participation in 
decision making and partnerships for change.
•Envisioning a better future involves developing visioning processes that 
enable people to articulate a vision of their ideal future.  Visioning processes 
help people to connect their immediate actions with their preferred future and 
motivate people to undertake change.
•Systems thinking enables people to work toward long term solutions by 
increasing their understanding of connections across biophysical, economic, 
social and political systems.
•Critical thinking and reflection challenges the basis on which peoples values 
and opinions are shaped and their accepted ways of interpreting the world.
•Participation in decision making moves beyond consultation and engaging 
people, to participate in the analysis, planning and control of decision making 
processes.
•Partnerships for change involves building cross sectoral partnerships that 
enhance ownership and commitment to sustainability and provide 
opportunities for formal and informal learning which allow for reflection, 
development of understanding, and questioning.

13



The Global Action Programme (GAP) on Education for Sustainable 
Development is the follow- up programme to the United Nations Decade of 
Education for Sustainable Development (2005-2014). 

These are two documents from the Global Action Programme – the roadmap 
and an information folder.

The Global Action Programme has two objectives:

•Reorienting education and learning so that everyone has the opportunity to 
acquire the knowledge, skills, values and attitudes that empower them to 
contribute to a sustainable future, and

•Strengthening education and learning in all agendas, programmes and 
activities that promote sustainable development.
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The Global Action Programme has 5 priority action areas:

Advancing policy: Mainstreaming Education for Sustainable Development into 
both education and sustainable development policies, to create an enabling 
environment for Education for Sustainable Development and to bring about 
systemic change
Transforming learning and training environments: Integrating sustainability 
principles into education and training settings
Building capacities of educators and trainers: Increase the capacities of 
educators and trainers to more effectively deliver Education for Sustainable 
Development
Empowering and mobilizing youth: Multiply Education for Sustainable 
Development actions among youth, and finally
Accelerating sustainable solutions at local level: At community level, scale up 
Education for Sustainable Development programmes and multi-stakeholder 
Education for Sustainable Development networks
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For Priority Action Area 5 ‘Accelerating sustainable solutions at local level’ 
UNESCO, the United Nations Educational, Scientic and Cultural Organization, 
states:
‘Empowering and increasing the capacity of cities and communities to 
integrate Education for Sustainable Development is essential. Local 
authorities and leaders need to increase and strengthen learning opportunities 
for the whole community through formal, non-formal, and informal venues.’
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On 25 September 2015, the UN General Assembly adopted the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development. 
At the core of this new global framework to redirect humanity towards a 
sustainable path are 17 Sustainable Development Goals that describe the 
major development challenges for humanity.

The 17 goals focus on ending poverty, protecting the planet and ensuring 
prosperity for all. Each goal has specific targets to be achieved.
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These are the 17 sustainable development goals
1. No Poverty – End poverty in all its forms everywhere 
2. Zero Hunger – End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture 
3. Good Health and Well-Being – Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages 
4. Quality Education – Ensure inclusive & equitable quality education & promote lifelong learning opportunities 
for all 
5. Gender Equality – Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls 
6. Clean Water and Sanitation – Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all 
7. Affordable and Clean Energy – Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and clean energy for all 
8. Decent Work and Economic Growth – Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full 
and productive employment and decent work for all 
9. Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure – Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable 
industrialization and foster innovation 
10. Reduced Inequalities – Reduce inequality within and among countries 
11. Sustainable Cities and Communities – Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 
sustainable 
12. Responsible Consumption and Production – Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns 
13. Climate Action – Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts 
14. Life below Water – Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable 
development 
15. Life on Land – Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage 
forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss 
16. Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions – Promote peaceful & inclusive societies for sustainable 
development, provide access to justice for all & build effective, accountable & inclusive institutions at all levels 
17. Partnerships for the Goals – Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership 
for sustainable development
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