countries, military spending consumes such a high proportion of GNP that it itself does great
damage to these societies' development efforts. Governments tend to base their approaches to
'security' on traditional definitions. This is most obvious in the attempts to achieve security
through the development of potentially planet-destroying nuclear weapons systems. Studies
suggest that the cold and dark nuclear winter following even a limited nuclear war could
destroy plant and animal ecosystems and leave any human survivors occupying a devastated
planet very different from the one they inherited.
24. The arms race - in all parts of the world - pre-empts resources that might be used more
productively to diminish the security threats created by environmental conflict and the
resentments that are fuelled by widespread poverty.
25. Many present efforts to guard and maintain human progress, to meet human needs, and to
realize human ambitions are simply unsustainable - in both the rich and poor nations. They
draw too heavily, too quickly, on already overdrawn environmental resource accounts to be
affordable far into the future without bankrupting those accounts. They may show profit on
the balance sheets of our generation, but our children will inherit the losses. We borrow
environmental capital from future generations with no intention or prospect of repaying. They
may damn us for our spendthrift ways, but they can never collect on our debt to them. We act
as we do because we can get away with it: future generations do not vote; they have no political
or financial power; they cannot challenge our decisions.
26. But the results of the present profligacy are rapidly closing the options for future
generations. Most of today's decision makers will be dead before the planet feels; the heavier
effects of acid precipitation, global warming, ozone depletion, or widespread desertification
and species loss. Most of the young voters of today will still be alive. In the Commission's
hearings it was the young, those who have the most to lose, who were the harshest critics of
the planet's present management.

3. Sustainable Development
27. Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs. The concept of sustainable development does imply limits - not absolute limits but
limitations imposed by the present state of technology and social organization on
environmental resources and by the ability of the biosphere to absorb the effects of human
activities. But technology and social organization can be both managed and improved to make
way for a new era of economic growth. The Commission believes that widespread poverty is no
longer inevitable. Poverty is not only an evil in itself, but sustainable development requires
meeting the basic needs of all and extending to all the opportunity to fulfil their aspirations for
a better life. A world in which poverty is endemic will always be prone to ecological and other
catastrophes.
28. Meeting essential needs requires not only a new era of economic growth for nations in
which the majority are poor, but an assurance that those poor get their fair share of the
resources required to sustain that growth. Such equity would be aided by political systems that
secure effective citizen participation in decision making and by greater democracy in
international decision making.
29. Sustainable global development requires that those who are more affluent adopt life-styles
within the planet's ecological means - in their use of energy, for example. Further, rapidly
growing populations can increase the pressure on resources and slow any rise in living

standards; thus sustainable development can only be pursued if population size and growth
are in harmony with the changing productive potential of the ecosystem.
30. Yet in the end, sustainable development is not a fixed state of harmony, but rather a
process of change in which the exploitation of resources, the direction of investments, the
orientation of technological development, and institutional change are made consistent with
future as well as present needs. We do not pretend that the process is easy or straightforward.
Painful choices have to be made. Thus, in the final analysis, sustainable development must rest
on political will.

4. The Institutional Gaps
31. The objective of sustainable development and the integrated nature of the global
environment/development challenges pose problems for institutions, national and
international, that were established on the basis of narrow preoccupations and
compartmentalized concerns. Governments' general response to the speed and scale of global
changes has been a reluctance to recognize sufficiently the need to change themselves. The
challenges are both interdependent and integrated, requiring comprehensive approaches and
popular participation.
32. Yet most of the institutions facing those challenges tend to be independent, fragmented,
working to relatively narrow mandates with closed decision processes. Those responsible for
managing natural resources and protecting the environment are institutionally separated from
those responsible for managing the economy. The real world of interlocked economic and
ecological systems will not change; the policies and institutions concerned must.
33. There is a growing need for effective international cooperation to manage ecological and
economic interdependence. Yet at the same time, confidence in international organizations is
diminishing and support for them dwindling.
34. The other great institutional flaw in coping with environment/development challenges is
governments' failure to make the bodies whose policy actions degrade the environment
responsible for ensuring that their policies prevent that degradation. Environmental concern
arose from damage caused by the rapid economic growth following the Second World War.
Governments, pressured by their citizens, saw a need to clean up the mess, and they
established environmental ministries and agencies to do this. Many had great success within
the limits of their mandates - in improving air and water quality and enhancing other
resources. But much of their work has of necessity been after-the-fact repair of damage:
reforestation, reclaiming desert lands, rebuilding urban environments, restoring natural
habitats, and rehabilitating wild lands.
35. The existence of such agencies gave many governments and their citizens the false
impression that these bodies were by themselves able to protect and enhance the
environmental resource base. Yet many industrialized and most developing countries carry
huge economic burdens from inherited problems such an air and water pollution, depletion of
groundwater, and the proliferation of toxic chemicals and hazardous wastes. These have been
joined by more recent problems - erosion, desertification, acidification, new chemicals, and
new forms of waste - that are directly related to agricultural, industrial, energy, forestry, and
transportation policies and practices.
36. The mandates of the central economic and sectoral ministries are also often too narrow,
too concerned with quantities of production or growth. The mandates of ministries of industry

