




A Framework for Global Sustainability Goals 

The following list is the preliminary result of a joint brainstorming exercise of Reflection 
Group members. It is work in progress and should only illustrate the thematic scope of a 
potential set of global goals discussed in the group, without specifying individual goals and 
targets. By all means, any future framework of Global Sustainability Goals (GSGs) should 
be adopted universally but it should simultaneously take account of the specific framework 
conditions of the individual countries. What we need are common goals but differentiated 
targets and indicators. The goals should reflect the principles of solidarity and subsidiarity. In 
addition, GSGs have to incorporate strong transparency and accountability mechanisms at 
national and global levels. Without them any set of goals remains meaningless. Furthermore, 
a new set of GSG indicators should measure not only access and outcome but also the 
maximum available resources at national and global levels to achieve the goals. This 
includes the calculation of extraterritorial obligations and fair and equitable burden-sharing 
formulas, for example with regard to the costs of climate change. Finally, a future set of 
GSGs should reflect the fair (re-)distribution of access rights and resources within the 
planetary boundaries – that is, the ecological limits of the Earth. The proposed framework 
for the GSGs is based, inter alia, on the core values laid out in the Millennium Declaration.

Core Goal 1 – Dignity and  
Human Rights for All

Targets on:
›› Poverty eradication
›› Full employment
›› Decent work
›› Social security
›› Food security
›› Water/sanitation
›› Housing
›› Health, including reproductive health 
›› Education
›› Cultural diversity
›› Fundamental freedoms (movement, 

religion, thought, speech, information, 
association, sexual orientation)

›› Anti-discrimination laws

Core Goal 2 – Promote  
Equality and Justice

Targets on:
›› Gender equality and equity,  

and women’s empowerment
›› Income and wealth (Gini  

coefficient or similar measure)

Core Goal 3 – Respect for Nature 
and the Planetary Boundaries

Targets on:
›› Ecological footprint
›› Climate change/per capita  

greenhouse gas emissions
›› Rate of biodiversity loss
›› Nitrogen input to the biosphere
›› Global freshwater use
›› Change in land use
›› Ocean acidification
›› Interference with the global 

phosphorous cycle
›› Ozone depletion
›› Chemical pollution
›› Deforestation
›› Renewable energy
›› Energy consumption
›› Resource/energy efficiency  

(Factor Five)
›› Total resource accounting
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Core Goal 4: Building Peace 
through Disarmament

Targets on:
›› Abolition of nuclear weapons
›› Reduction of production and trade of 

arms (including small weapons)
›› Reduction of military expenditures

Core Goal 5: Foster Fair and 
Resilient Financial Systems

Targets on:
›› Macroeconomic imbalances
›› Global currency mechanism to 

prevent volatile fluctuations and 
competitive devaluations

›› Illicit financial flows
›› Transparency of financial flows
›› Debt sustainability
›› Environmentally and socially harmful 

subsidies 
›› Harmful tax competition
›› Total economic valuation of Foreign 

Direct Investment and TNC activities
›› Participatory and gender budgets

Core Goal 6: Strengthen 
Democratic and Participatory 
Governance

Targets on:
›› Access to participation in decision-

making for all (at all levels)
›› Access to complaint mechanisms 

(ombudsmechanisms) for all in case of 
rights violations or violations of rights 
of future generations at all levels of 
governance.

›› Full citizen rights for residents and 
eradication of discriminatory practices 
against immigrants, migrants, refugees 
and asylum seekers

›› Citizen empowerment



III » Redirecting policies 
towards present and 
future justice

In the past decades governments agreed formally on an almost compre-
hensive set of sustainability principles and human rights. But they failed 
to bring their policies into line with them effectively. Instead, policies 
are still too often sectorally fragmented and misguided, with an over-
reliance on economic growth and self-regulation of the ‘markets’. New 
concepts like ‘green growth’ are at best attempts to treat the symptoms 
of the problems without tackling their root causes. Instead, fundamental 
changes at three levels are needed:

»	 Changes in the mindset, the guiding concepts and indicators  
of development and progress.

»	 Changes in fiscal and regulatory policies at national, regional 
and international levels in order to effectively overcome social 
inequalities and the degradation of nature and to strengthen 
sustainable economies.

»	 Changes in institutions and governance mechanisms  
at national, regional and international levels.

The mindset of many opinion leaders and political decision-makers 
worldwide is still focused on economic growth and market-driven 
solutions as the panacea for all economic, social and environmental 
problems in the world. Governments are not (and should not be) in 
a position to change the dominant mindset by command and control. 
But they are obliged to draw lessons from the failures of the past and 
reformulate the overall objectives of their policies and related concepts 
and metrics that guide them. Instead of subordinating their policies to 
the overarching goal of maximising GDP growth, the leitmotif of their 
policies should be maximising the well-being of the people without 
compromising the well-being of future generations by respecting the 
planetary boundaries.

In order to translate the universal sustainability rights framework 
outlined above into practical policy at national level, governments 
and parliaments should adopt binding commitments to policy coher-
ence for sustainability as well as strategies for implementation and 
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monitoring. Based upon the core set of universal principles, such as 
the precautionary principle, the ‘do no harm’ principle, the subsidiarity 
and the solidarity principles, all public policies should be redirected 
towards human rights and sustainability and be subject to sustainability 
and human rights impact assessments. 

In order to place the core set of fundamental principles and human 
rights in a normative framework of sustainability, well-being and societal 
progress, we propose a new Charter on the Right to Sustainable 
Development. This Charter should refer, inter alia, to the World Charter 
for Nature (1982) and the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (2007), as well as update and upgrade the Declaration on the 
Right to Development (1986). The new Charter should emphasise the 
commitment of governments to policy coherence for human rights 
and sustainability. It should reconfirm the obligation to progressive 
realisation of human rights, using optimally the maximum available 
resources and expand it to the right to sustainable development and the 
stewardship of the rights of future generations. It should acknowledge 
the concept of planetary boundaries. Finally, it should confirm the 
principle of fair burden-sharing and equitable per-capita rights to the 
global commons and to the emission of greenhouse gases, taking fully 
into account the historical responsibilities of societies.

Policies should 
maximise the well-
being of the people 

without compromising 
the well-being of 

future generations by 
respecting the planetary 

boundaries.
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Box 10 

Green-washed capitalism is not the answer
by Hubert Schillinger

‘Bio-capitalism’ or ‘green-washed capitalism’ is no more economically sustainable than 
any other form of unregulated capitalism. To make economies less prone to financial, 
economic and social turmoil there is a need for stringent regulation of the financial sector, 
returning it to its role as servant, not master, of the ‘real economy’. As the financial crisis has 
again shown quite clearly, markets and companies themselves do not produce sustainable 
outcomes, neither economically, nor socially, nor environmentally. 

Yet, at the centre of the official approaches to climate change and other environmental 
challenges we find newly created markets for pollution or emission permits that were 
developed in the pre-financial crisis world, when neoliberal market fundamentalism had full 
rein. There is increasing evidence that the design of some of these market-based instruments 
is seriously flawed. In particular the mechanism of ‘offsetting’, whereby companies 
or countries can pollute beyond their assigned limit by buying pollution or emission 
certificates from other companies or countries, has come under criticism. This ‘Clean 
Development Mechanism’ (CDM) has been described as a modern variety of the medieval 
sale of indulgences in Europe that just serves to avoid any environmental action:

Firms that want to continue emitting carbon simply need to buy a piece of paper certifying that 
some firm somewhere else is committing correspondingly less carbon than it otherwise would have 
done. […] As for the carbon-reducing firm […] that firm does not actually have to reduce its carbon 
emissions. It merely has to reduce them to what they otherwise might have been. […] The sale of 
indulgences through the CDM creates incentives not to reduce carbon emissions but to threaten to 
increase them as much as possible.90

In light of the increasing body of criticism of this and other purely market-based approaches 
there is sufficient evidence that these new environmental markets also need stronger and 
better regulation and partly redesign. More weight should be given to the more state-
centred instruments of taxation and regulatory controls in the overall policy mix.

Furthermore, building strong and robust public social protection systems within the 
limits of the available resources is a key tool for addressing people’s vulnerability and 
promoting their resilience to crises, including the consequences of climate change and other 
environmental crises. As a minimum, a global social protection floor must be put in place.91 
New employment created in the transition (‘green jobs’) must not be worse in terms of 
remuneration, working conditions and democratic rights of workers than the jobs in the old 
‘brown economy’ that are replaced. Social dumping is not a way forward to the ‘decoupling’ 
of well-being from resource extraction and consumption.

90	Collier, Paul (2010), op. cit., p. 177.

91	 ITUC (2011), Workers and trade unions‘ consolidated contribution to the United Nations Conference on Sustainable 
Development, Brussels, p. 4.
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7. Redirecting fiscal  
policies towards sustainability
Fiscal policy is a key instrument of governments to turn the rights-based 
approach of sustainability, well-being and societal progress into prac-
tice. The actual priorities of governments are reflected more clearly in 
public budgets than in government declarations and action programmes. 
Moreover, the composition of state budgets allows inferences to be drawn 
about the political influence of different interest groups: Is the military 
dominant? Are business interests pushed through? Or is public spending 
focused on the needs of the majority within a society and on correcting 
gender imbalances? In recent decades, we have witnessed the erosion of 
public finance in many countries, which has resulted in the growing in-
ability of governments to provide the necessary public goods and services 
in support of people’s welfare and care systems, thus failing to respond 
effectively to the aggravated social and environmental problems. There-
fore, there is an urgent need to strengthen and redirect public finance.

Taking the four ‘Rs’ of fiscal policy seriously

Fiscal policy can basically have four purposes: the raising of revenues in 
order to provide the necessary public goods and services; the redistribution 
of income and wealth from the richer to the poorer sections of society; the 
re-pricing of goods and services in order to internalise ecological and social 
costs and discourage undesirable behaviour (such as currency speculation); 
and the justification for citizens to demand democratic representation (‘no 
taxation without representation’) and accountability . Unfortunately, govern-
ments have rarely taken advantage of these aspects of a pro-active (which 
does not mean pro-cyclical) fiscal policy. On the contrary, they have often 
participated in a global tax race to the bottom (particularly with regard 
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to corporate taxation). They have underemphasised progressive taxation, 
succumbing to vested interests, and have given preference to indirect taxes, 
like an undifferentiated value-added tax. This has often had regressive ef-
fects and has increased inequalities. In addition, many governments have 
hesitated to introduce effective taxes on environmentally harmful resource 
consumption. We need steps towards country-specific eco-social fiscal re-
forms, taking into account, inter alia, the following aspects:

»	 Emphasising progressive taxation: A basic requirement for strength-
ening public revenues is a broad-based system of progressive taxation. 
In line with the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities 
taxation should be based on the ability to pay; rich individuals, transna-
tional corporations and large landowners should be taxed accordingly. A 
flat and undifferentiated value-added tax is regressive, burdens the poor, 
and therefore should not constitute the centrepiece of the tax system. 
Any form of indirect taxation should be designed in a way that it is sen-
sitive to the poor’s welfare by introducing progressivity (for example, by 
taxing consumption of luxuries) and mitigating the regressive features.

»	 Greening the tax system: A key element of any eco-social fiscal reform 
should be the taxation of resource consumption. Following the ‘polluter 
pays’ principle, a system of eco-taxes should particularly increase the 
‘price of pollution’, the use of fossil fuels and other non-renewable en-
ergies, and the emission of greenhouse gases. These taxes are among the 
most promising tools to reduce the environmental impact of production 
and consumption. But their social outcomes can be ambiguous. On the 
one hand they can provide a ‘double dividend’ by reducing material and 
energy consumption and at the same time creating revenues that can 
be used to reduce taxes on labour and help employment. On the other 
hand, while being potentially good for employment, they tend to affect 
poor households more than wealthy ones. Provisions must therefore be 
made to overcome these regressive effects. Apart from outright subsi-
disation of basic amenities (for example, of public transport), systems of 
differential pricing could be instituted, ensuring that basic consumption 
levels of essential goods and services are provided to everybody at af-
fordable prices (or even for free), for instance, through ‘life-line’ tariffs 
(water, electricity) or vouchers (for example, for firewood).

»	 Effective taxation of corporations: An essential element of an 
efficient tax system includes the effective taxation of corporations. 
Tax exemptions or fiscal incentives for transnational corporations, 
particularly in export-processing zones, are counterproductive 
and an inefficient instrument to attract foreign direct investment. 
Tax holidays should be eliminated, if possible in an internationally 
coordinated way, and fiscal incentives should be well targeted and 
limited to areas that have high social and ecological benefits.
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»	 Initiatives against tax evasion and illicit financial flows: In many 
countries illicit financial flows, tax avoidance and corruption con-
tinue to prevent the establishment of a sustainable system of public 
finance. A bundle of national and international measures is needed 
to strengthen fiscal authorities, close tax loopholes and prevent capi-
tal flight. These include:

›	 Supporting governments in creating more efficient and fair tax 
structures and strengthening fiscal authorities.

›	 Effective measures against the manipulation of transfer pricing. 

›	 Mandatory country-by-country reporting standards for transnational 
corporations, with the US American Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform 
and Consumer Protection Act (Dodd-Frank Act) of July 2010 as an initial 
– but by no means sufficient – step for the extractive industries.

›	 Binding rules for the automatic exchange of tax information 
between state agencies.

›	 Effective support for stolen assets recovery as described in the 
United Nations Convention against Corruption.

›	 Banning financial transactions in tax havens and secrecy juris-
dictions – as well as closing down these safe havens for illicit 
money. Their existence is no coincidence but rather the result 
of deliberate policies in the interest of corporations and wealthy 
individuals. This is one of the cases where the principle of sub-
sidiarity is abused to justify harmful practices in sub-national 
territories to the disadvantage of others.

»	 Applying the ‘polluter pays’ principle to the financial sector – in-
troducing a Financial Transaction Tax: Demands raised over many 
years for the introduction of a financial transaction tax have gained 
additional relevance through the recent global financial crisis. Such a 
tax can contribute to fairer burden-sharing by involving the financial 
sector, which caused the crisis, in covering the costs of coping with 
it. The tax should be levied on trading shares, bonds, derivatives and 
foreign currency on the stock exchange, at trade centres and in over-
the-counter transactions. Imposition of the tax ought to be interna-
tionally coordinated and performed by the responsible national fiscal 
authorities, but individual countries or groups of countries should be 
encouraged to start applying it even before it becomes global. In order 
to ensure that tax revenue is not exclusively used to cure budget defi-
cits but also spent for social and environmental purposes, a substantial 
part of the revenue should be earmarked and distributed through a 
fund under the auspices of the United Nations.



Box 11 

Greening the tax system
by Filomeno S. Sta Ana III

Green taxes, fees and user charges are essential components of a sustainable economy. Green 
taxes perform three important functions, namely:

1. 	They generate significant revenues, which contribute to financing development, 
promoting equity and maintaining macroeconomic stability.

2. 	They correct for the external costs of market failure. Specifically we refer to failure to 
capture the full costs of economic activities, including consumption, that damage the 
environment or threaten the well-being of future generations. The taxes capture (or 
internalise) the full costs of the negative effects or spillovers.

3. 	Similarly, green taxes serve the sumptuary objective of altering people’s consumption 
behaviour by increasing prices of goods that are environmentally harmful.

Biodiversity, environmental sustainability and slowing down climate change are all public 
goods. In fact, amidst climate change, these are all global public goods. In order to provide 
public goods, government intervention is inescapable. It goes without saying that green 
taxation is one of the principal tools for collective action, be this at the national level or the 
supra-national level.

Green taxes do yield substantial revenues, for the goods and transactions they cover are 
part of the day-to-day lives of peoples. Everyone has a carbon footprint; almost no-one can 
avoid using non-renewable resources. The full costs of such consumption, ordinarily not 
reflected in the market price, can only be accounted for through taxation. 

Thus even a modest tax rate translates into big revenue gains. In turn these additional 
revenues can be used not only to protect the environment but also to finance development 
in general, especially in countries in the global South.

Take the case of the carbon tax. Its main objective is to address the market failure (or the 
negative externality) that leads to environmental damage. At the same time, the potential 
revenues from a carbon tax are huge. A carbon adaptation tax, as proposed by the Swiss 
Government in 2009, could generate global revenues, which are expected to be around 
US$ 48.5 billion per year.92 These revenues could be raised according to the ‘polluter pays’ 
principle through a levy of US$ 2 per ton of CO2 on all fossil fuel emissions, with a tax-free 
emission level of 1.5 tons of CO2 per capita.

Progressive taxation is a cardinal principle. That is to say, the rich or the better-off classes 
have to pay higher taxes or higher tax rates than the poor or the lower-income groups. 

92	 Cf. Brown, Jessica et al. (2009): Financing Climate Change Adaptation and Mitigation in Africa: Key Issues and 
Options for Policy-Makers and Negotiators, Addis Ababa: United Nations Economic Commission for Africa, p. 23.

» continued
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One can argue that green taxes are generally progressive. After all, it is the rich 
people who have a much bigger carbon footprint than the poor. They ride airplanes; 
they own gas-guzzling SUVs; they turn on air-conditioning units 24 hours a day; 
they have all the latest entertainment gadgets that use up a lot of energy; and they 
wear precious metals mined from Africa and Asia.

But the poor also consume non-renewable resources and engage in activities (for 
example, cutting wood for cooking or doing slash-and-burn for a living) that destroy 
the environment. They must be subject to green taxation and regulation, too. After 
all, reducing further damage through such taxation and regulation will ultimately be 
for their benefit, since they are the most adversely affected by the problems arising 
from climate change and environmental destruction.

Policy-makers, however, have to find ways to compensate for the negative impact 
of the tax that affects the poor. For example, a tax imposed on petroleum can be 
designed in a way that poor farmers or fishermen can purchase fuel at a lower 
price through, say, a voucher system. Further, the price increase in transportation 
from a tax hike in petroleum can be offset by a subsidy for energy-efficient mass 
transportation.

Carefully designed, a green tax system can contribute to reducing environmental 
degradation, raising public revenues and altering consumers’ behaviour without 
adversely affecting the poor.

Reallocation of government spending

Parallel to the necessary changes on the revenue side of the budget, any 
effective eco-fiscal reform requires fundamental changes on the expendi-
ture side as well. Too often public money has been spent for harmful 
or at least questionable purposes. By redefining priorities, public spend-
ing policy can become a powerful tool to reduce social inequalities and 
remove discrimination and to support the transition towards sustainable 
production and consumption patterns. This includes the following steps:

»	 Abolition of harmful subsidies: While subsidies can be a useful 
temporary mechanism to compensate vulnerable sectors for unex-
pected distortions or to promote desirable activities, every year gov-
ernments spend hundreds of billions of dollars on harmful subsidies, 
particularly in the agricultural, water, energy, forestry and fishery sec-
tors. Public money is used at home and abroad (through multilateral 
development banks) to lower the price of fossil fuels, to support 
agricultural exports, or to subsidise transnational investments. These 
kinds of subsidies not only have detrimental social and environmental 
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effects; by artificially lowering the prices, they often reduce the prof-
itability of local industries and the production of renewable energy. 
In essence, the negative effects of subsidies are threefold. They absorb 
a substantial portion of state budgets that could otherwise be used 
for better purposes; they contribute to environmental damage by 
creating misleading consumer and production incentives; and they 
have negative distribution effects. Therefore, governments should 
commit to time-bound targets to phase out as soon as possible all 
subsidies that support unsustainable production and consumption 
patterns or otherwise violate the ‘do no harm’ principle.

»	 Strengthening public spending to stimulate sustainable pro-
duction and consumption: Not all subsidies are harmful. On the 
contrary, subsidies can play an important role in supporting emerg-
ing local industries and introducing environmentally friendly tech-
nologies. Well-targeted subsidies can have positive redistributive and 
environmental effects. Governments should substantially strengthen 
public subsidies in areas such as renewable energy, sustainable and 
affordable public transport systems, eco-efficient housing, social in-
frastructure and consumption subsidies to poor households.

»	 Cutting military spending: Military expenditures absorb a significant 
share of state revenues in most countries. In 2011 they reached a total 
historic high of US$ 1.74 trillion.93 If military budgets were reduced, 
large sums of money could be freed up for funding environmental and 

93	 Cf. www.sipri.org/media/pressreleases/press-release-translations-2012/milexbgeng.pdf. 
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social programmes. A precondition for this, however, is strengthened 
support for conflict prevention, peaceful conflict resolution and, if 
needed, peacekeeping and peacebuilding. At the same time, the largest 
arms-producing countries (in particular the five permanent members 
of the Security Council) have a responsibility to improve the con-
trol and regulation of their arms exports and to support an effective 
Global Arms Trade Treaty – including small arms.

»	 A universal social protection floor for all: Access to social security 
is a human right (Art. 22 of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights). But it is also an economic and political necessity, for a work-
ing social security system reduces poverty, strengthens the purchasing 
power of the people and hence domestic demand, and prevents social 
tension and societal conflicts. A publicly financed minimal set of basic 
social security entitlements ought to exist in every country. It would 
be a necessary condition to prevent people from falling into poverty 
as a result of economic crises and functions in an anti-cyclical way to 
these crises. Therefore, governments should implement the concept of 
a universal social protection floor, as promoted by the ILO. It should 
be based on the following four pillars:

›	 Universal access to public healthcare for all;

›	 Guaranteed state allowances for every child; 

›	 A universal basic pension provided by the state for persons in 
old age or with disabilities;

›	 Guaranteed state support for unemployed and underemployed 
people living in poverty.

»	 Public provision of essential services: After years of a global trend 
towards privatisation and deregulation, public authorities have to 
reclaim the responsibility to provide essential services for all citizens, 
including freshwater supply, sanitation, education, healthcare, shelter, 
public transport, communication, and access to energy. Governments 
should substantially increase the spending level in these areas. With 
sustainable stimulus packages governments should invest in targeted 
infrastructure programmes in order to increase energy and resource ef-
ficiency. Following the subsidiarity principle, priority should be given 
to promoting decentralised models of water and renewable energy 
supply, with strong public oversight, and to reduce the market power 
of oligopolistic public or private suppliers. In order to pay attention to 
the rights and interests of indigenous peoples and local communities, 
public authorities and private companies must respect the principle of 
free, prior and informed consent in all infrastructure projects. 

Public authorities 
have to reclaim the 
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»	 Strengthening participatory, gender and human rights budgeting 
initiatives: Free access to budgetary information as well as effective 
control are essential to increase the accountability of governments 
to their citizens in their use of public funds. Governments should 
therefore ensure the effective participation of civil society in budget-
ary planning. Whether and to what extent governments are actively 
promoting gender equity in their budgets should be determined 
with the help of gender-budgeting approaches. Similarly, govern-
ments should assess if budgets are complying with their obligation to 
promote, protect and fulfil the economic, social and cultural human 
rights of present and future generations.

»	 Using public procurement policies to promote sustainability: 
Public authorities from the local to the global level have an enormous 
purchasing power. So far they have been guided mostly by criteria 
of cost-effectiveness. However, more and more public procurement 
operators are trying to influence the production methods and 
products of their suppliers by introducing environmental, social, 
cultural and human rights standards. In addition, in line with the 
principle of subsidiarity, procurement policies could be used 
specifically to strengthen the local economy by supporting domestic 
producers and suppliers.

Using sovereign wealth funds to  
finance sustainable investment

Assets under management of sovereign wealth funds had reached US$ 
4.7 trillion by July 2011. There was an additional US$ 6.8 trillion held 
in other sovereign investment vehicles, such as pension reserve funds, 
development funds and state-owned corporations’ funds. There is an 
enormous potential to invest these assets in accordance with specific 
sustainability objectives. Governments should authorise the decision-
making bodies of these funds to introduce binding sustainability criteria 
to guide their investment policies.

A new global system of financial burden-sharing beyond ODA

Even with a fundamentally strengthened system of public finance, with 
increased tax revenues and reallocated public expenditures, in many 
countries the maximum available resources will not suffice to fulfil the 
social, economic, cultural and ecological rights of the people. External 
funding will therefore still be required. The current system of financial 
transfers is based on the concept of aid (official development assistance 
– ODA). It is characterised by paternalistic relationships between rich 
donors and poor ‘partners’. Despite all attempts to increase ‘ownership’ 
and ‘aid effectiveness’, these financial flows are often unpredictable, 
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volatile, tied to products and services from donors and subject to condi-
tionalities. This concept of aid is misleading, as its justification is charity 
instead of rights. Governments have to overcome this concept of aid 
and establish a new normative framework of burden-sharing between 
rich and poor countries based on the solidarity principle – for example, 
in the form of a universal fiscal equalisation scheme. Models for 
this type of compensation or equalisation already exist on the national 
and regional level. In Germany, for example, regional inequalities are 
to be compensated for by a system of financial income adjustment 
between the federal states. In the European Union cohesion and eco-
nomic equalisation are financially supported by a compensatory struc-
tural policy. Such a model would be consistent with the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. The realisation of 
these rights is a responsibility of governments ‘individually and through 
international assistance and co-operation, especially economic and technical, to the 
maximum of available resources.’94 The prioritisation of resources for ESCRs 
also applies to international assistance, as most recently highlighted in the 
Maastricht Principles on Extraterritorial Obligations of States in the 
area of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.95

The second pillar of a new normative system of financial transfers should 
build on the ‘polluter pays’ principle and the principle of common but 
differentiated responsibilities. This is particularly relevant in order to al-
locate the costs of climate change. In accordance with these principles, 
those countries that are responsible for and indeed have profited from 
the damage that the excessive emission of greenhouse gases is causing 
– and will be causing in the future – have to compensate for the costs. 
They have accumulated climate debt that they will have to pay off over 
the coming years and decades. A compensation scheme to pay off 
climate debt should be guided by the principles of fair burden-sharing 
and equitable per-capita rights, taking fully into account the historical 
responsibilities of societies. 

94	 UN General Assembly (1966): International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, New York, Art. 2.

95	 www.icj.org/dwn/database/Maastricht ETO Principles - FINAL.pdf

http://www.icj.org/dwn/database/Maastricht ETO Principles - FINAL.pdf


Box 12

Reaffirming the principle of common but differentiated 
responsibilities in trade and finance
by Chee Yoke Ling

The widening equity gaps both between and within countries have to be addressed 
simultaneously with the environmental challenge. More equal societies have higher ‘social 
capital’; that is, there is more trust and cooperation among citizens, which contributes to 
social well-being. More equity reduces the need for growth as a prerequisite to meet social 
needs. And in more equal societies more sustainable consumption patterns and lifestyles are 
easier to achieve. 

Additional challenges refer to the global justice question and the principle of common 
but differentiated responsibilities. Out of this arise a ‘three-prong approach to achieve 
sustainable development: (1) The developed countries have to take the lead in changing production 
and consumption patterns (their economic model); (2) Developing countries would maintain their 
development goals but take on sustainable development methods and paths; (3) Developed countries 
commit to enable and support the developing countries’ sustainable development through finance, 
technology transfers and appropriate reforms to the global economic and financial structures or 
practices.’96

For countries of the global South to leapfrog over unsustainable patterns of production and 
consumption, rich countries must honour their commitments to provide favourable access 
to and transfer of environmentally sound technologies given under Agenda 21, the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change and other international conventions. 

On top, there is a need for new and additional international financial resources on an 
unprecedented scale. Furthermore, there should be no indirect and unfair shifting of the 
burden of adjustment to countries of the global South by using unilateral trade measures 
against products from these countries on the grounds that they generate emissions 
during the production process above a certain level. ‘Green protectionism’ in the form of 
unilaterally imposed ‘carbon tariffs’ or ‘border adjustment taxes’ has to be rejected. 

Instead, we support the principle that ‘any trade measures linked to the environment should 
be addressed by negotiations for an international treaty and any treaty containing obligations on 
developing countries must have provisions for technology transfer and financial resources as an 
integrated contractual obligation.’97

96	 Khor, Martin (2011), op. cit., p.70.

97	 Khor, Martin (2011), op cit., p.73.
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Beyond the 0.7 per cent target

Changes in the normative framework of financial transfers will also 
affect the so-called 0.7 per cent target. In 2010 the 0.7 per cent target 
experienced its 40th anniversary of non-fulfilment, since the gov-
ernments in the UN General Assembly set the target in 1970.98 The 
decision was based on the then-dominant concept of modernisation. It 
was felt that a ‘big push’ in foreign capital was needed to allow so-called 
developing countries to ‘take off ’ towards enduring economic growth. 
At that time, experts from the World Bank estimated the capital gap at 
around 10 billion dollars, equivalent to around 1 per cent of the GDP of 
the so-called industrialised countries. In 1969 the Pearson Commission 
recommended giving so-called developing countries 0.3 per cent of the 
GDP in form of private capital and 0.7 per cent in the form of ODA.99 
This marked the birth of the 0.7 per cent target. 

Today, this 0.7 per cent figure has only symbolic political importance 
as an ‘indicator of solidarity’. The 0.7 per cent target cannot explain 
what the fulfilment of the sustainability rights framework will actually 
cost, how much the respective countries could contribute themselves 
and how much external capital would be needed to fill the gap. All 
estimates of the external financial needs, along with the new and ad-
ditional resources required for climate mitigation measures and climate 
change adaptation, show, however, that the financial transfers needed go 
well beyond the 0.7 per cent of the GDP mark. However, the justified 
criticism of the original context on which the 0.7 per cent target was 
based in no way legitimises turning away from international obligations.

We need to change perspectives and move away from an aid-based 
approach to a rights-based approach of external public finance in 
the spirit of the solidarity principle. Further development of the UN 
General Assembly resolution from 1970 to adjust the normative frame-
work of financial transfers to the realities of the present is long overdue. 
This could take place in the context of the proposed Charter on the 
Right to Sustainable Development. 

Proposals for new and more predictable forms of financial transfers 
are not new. North-South: A Programme for Survival, the report issued in 
1980 by the international Brandt Commission, proposed the raising of 
revenues for development through ‘automatic’ mechanisms, which can 

98	 UN General Assembly (1970), International Development Strategy for the Second United 
Nations Development Decade (Resolution 2626 (XXV), 24 October 1970), para. 43.

99	 Pearson, Lester B. (Chairman) (1969), Partners in Development – Report of the 
Commission on International Development, New York/Washington/London, p. 18.
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work without repeated interventions by governments. ‘We believe that 
over time the world must move to a financial system in which a progressively 
larger share of such revenues is raised by these means. The fact that revenues 
are raised automatically does not, of course, imply that their transfer should 
be automatic; on the contrary, they should be channeled through an appropri-
ate international agency or agencies […].’100 More than 30 years after this 
visionary report, it is time to turn these ideas into reality.

8. Strengthening public policies to  
promote sustainability

Setting rules and standards is a central task of responsible governments 
and international organisations and a key instrument of active policy-
making. Over the past 30 years, however, governments have too often 
weakened themselves by adopting policies of deregulation and financial 
liberalisation. Instead, they have trusted in corporate voluntarism and 
self-regulation of ‘the markets’. Public standard-setting and regulation 
have often been denounced as command-and-control policies. However, 
unfettered financial markets made the current financial meltdown pos-
sible, weak anti-trust laws allowed transnational banks to become too 
big to fail, and the inadequate translation of the precautionary principle 
into mandatory technology assessments led to catastrophes such as in 
the cases of Fukushima, Bhopal and the BP oil spill disaster in the Gulf 
of Mexico. 

100	Independent Commission on International Development Issues (1980), North-South: A 
Programme for Survival, Cambridge, p. 244.

Workers clean tar balls 
from beaches, Perdido 
Key, FL. 12 June 2010 
following the BP oil spill 
disaster in the Gulf of 
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In response to the recent financial and food crises, governments have 
started to introduce new rules and standards, as in October 2011 when 
the US Commodity Futures Trading Commission set modest rules to 
limit speculation in commodities. But much more remains to be done 
to restore public rights over corporate privileges and to strengthen the 
rule of law in the interest of present and future generations. 

In the following we highlight a few key measures in the areas of finance, 
food, land and water, and decent work, as examples of the necessary 
strengthening of public policies in all sectors.

A new regulatory framework for the financial markets

The transition towards a rights-based framework of sustainability will 
not be possible with a global financial system dominated by speculation 
and greed. To overcome the deficiencies of this system a fundamental 
re-regulation of the financial markets is necessary in order to put them 
once again at the service of the real economy. Key elements of such a 
new regulatory framework include:

»	 Reform of competition and anti-trust policies. After the collapse 
of Lehman Brothers in September 2008, governments decided to 
bailout most of the biggest banks of the world because they were 
‘too big to fail’. In fact they had failed already and their irresponsible 
business conduct propelled one of the worst financial crises in his-
tory. In order to prevent future recurrences, governments should no 
longer allow companies and banks to grow in unlimited fashion. 
‘Too big to fail’ should be translated into ‘too big to allow’. Today many 
transnational banks and corporations have bigger budgets than states. 
They form non-transparent conglomerates of thousands of sub-
sidiaries and affiliated companies, many of them based offshore in 
secrecy jurisdictions like the City of London. To limit the power of 
these companies, governments should break up corporate structures, 
and adopt effectively coordinated anti-trust rules under the auspices 
of the United Nations. 

»	 Higher minimum capital requirements and risk prevention: 
Another lesson learnt from the recent financial crisis calls for stricter 
minimum capital requirements for large banks beyond the insuf-
ficient rules of Basle III. Additionally, special purpose vehicles and 
transactions not appearing on the balance sheets, and which serve 
the purpose of evading supervision and minimum standards, ought 
to be banned. In other words, the shadow banking system has to 
be closed down. Speculative trading of banks for their own ac-
counts (proprietary trading) and investment in hedge funds have 
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to be banned. And finally, the separation of commercial banking 
and investment banking, introduced in the United States through 
the Glass-Steagall Act of 1933 and repealed in 1999 through the 
Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act, has to be restored.

»	 A Financial Product Safety Commission: The constant develop-
ment of new financial products and innovative forms of securitisa-
tion and the transformation and bundling of loans in stocks and 
shares that can be traded has considerably increased opacity and 
vulnerability to crises. In line with the precautionary principle, a 
systematic impact assessment of all (new) financial products would 
be needed. We support the recommendation of the Stiglitz Com-
mission to establish at global level a Financial Product Safety Com-
mission for this purpose.

»	 Stricter standards for hedge funds and private equity funds: 
More effective international regulation is required in order to avoid 
the destabilising effects of hedge funds and private equity funds on 
the global financial system. This includes a comprehensive duty of 
disclosure vis-à-vis the financial supervisory authorities, rules on the 
restriction of credit given to such funds and a ban on pension funds 
and insurances investing in these highly speculative funds.

»	 Public control of the rating agencies: Owing to their flawed 
analyses, rating agencies bear part of the responsibility for the lat-
est financial crisis – as they have for previous crises, such as the 
Asia crisis in the late 1990s. The world market is dominated by an 
oligopoly of three US firms (Standard & Poor, Moody, and Fitch). 
Their assessment criteria are not transparent. Since they are paid by 
their clients, whether it be banks, companies or governments, they 
are in a structural conflict of interests. Business relations with clients 
and the rating of client products ought to be separated. Greater pub-
lic control of these agencies is required and their assessment criteria 
should be fully disclosed. It is time to break up the oligopoly of these 
firms and to establish an international, not-for-profit rating agency.

»	 De-privatising the setting of international accounting standards: 
The International Accounting Standards Board (IASB) is an excellent 
example of a private organisation by formal legal criteria assuming 
quasi-sovereign responsibilities; the international standards set de facto 
become law in many countries. The IASB statutes ought to be re-
formed with a view to this organisation no longer operating as a 
privately owned company and its finances must be removed from 
control by the major auditing firms. The IASB should be transformed 
into an international authority under public ownership and control.
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Safeguarding water, land, and food from  
abuse and speculation

Nearly 1 billion people suffer from hunger and hundreds of millions 
more lack adequate nutrition. Food prices have reached historically 
high levels and are expected to continue to rise. Experts anticipate large 
fluctuations in prices and shortages of food in the future, with concerns 
that increased numbers of people will suffer from hunger and threat-
ened livelihoods. According to estimates from the United Nations Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO), global agriculture could easily 
feed the 7 billion people living on the planet today.101

Hunger is a result of the structure of power in the global food system, 
with its emphasis on production for profit regardless of the consequences. 
The current system of food production, which treats finite resources, such 
as land and water, as commodities is unsustainable. This system privileges 
countries of the global North and leaves little room for poor countries to 
promote local food production and achieve national food security. Like 
the FAO, other agencies within the UN have conducted serious research 
on these issues and found that business as usual is not an option. 

101	Cf. FAO (2012), FAO Statistical Yearbook 2012: World Food and Agriculture, Rome, p. 174.
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Following up on the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development, 
extensive knowledge on sustainable water, land, and food policy has 
been synthesised in the International Assessment of Agricultural 
Science, Knowledge and Technology for Development (IAASTD) re-
port.102 Similarly, the normative framework has been set and spelled out 
by the UN human rights system, in the Voluntary Guidelines on the 
Right to Food, the General Comment on the Right to Water and most 
recently, the adoption of the Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible 
Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the context 
of National Food Security. Yet, crucial policy recommendations and 
indications are still waiting for bold implementation.

Policy-makers must abandon the current interest-driven food system. 
In order to safeguard water, land and food from abuse and speculation 
the following steps are essential:

»	 Invest in sustainable long-term goals and tame short-term 
speculation.103 Financial firms and agro-industrial companies have 
moved very large sums into produce markets or derivatives markets 
based on agricultural products. Four companies control 75 per cent 
of the world’s grain trade,104 while governments – under pressure 
from the World Bank and the IMF – have dismantled their national 
food reserve and marketing systems. Speculative investment funds 
have multiplied, as billions of dollars have flowed into the deriva-
tives markets, driving prices higher, contributing to price volatility 
and resulting in increasing financial desperation for small producers. 
Policy solutions to this dangerous speculative frenzy should include 
tough new market controls to limit speculative pressures. Public 
grain reserves and marketing arrangements at the local, national and 
regional levels would greatly help to buffer speculative price swings 
and maintain stocks for emergencies.

»	 Stop land-grabbing.105 In recent years, hedge funds, governments 
and agro-industrial companies have been buying or leasing large 
blocks of agricultural land worldwide in a process known as ‘land-
grabbing’. Promoted as creative investment and a step towards greater 
market efficiency, this activity is mainly driven by speculation and 

102	Cf. IAASTD (2009), Agriculture at a Crossroads – Global Report, Washington, D.C.

103	Cf. NGO Working Group on Food and Hunger at the United Nations (2011), Policy 
Statement to the General Assembly, New York, p. 3 [www.globalpolicy.org/images/
pdfs/NGO_UN_Food_Statement.pdf].

104	 Cf. Hendrickson, Mary, John Wilkinson et al. (2008), The Global Food System and 
Nodes of Power – An analysis prepared for Oxfam America, p. 40 [http://ssrn.com/
abstract=1337273].

105	 Cf. NGO Working Group on Food and Hunger at the United Nations (2011), op. cit. p. 2.

www.globalpolicy.org/images/pdfs/NGO_UN_Food_Statement.pdf
www.globalpolicy.org/images/pdfs/NGO_UN_Food_Statement.pdf
http://ssrn.com/abstract
http://ssrn.com/abstract
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investors’ search for new, high-profit investment. Far from increas-
ing food production for local consumption, it is likely to result in 
export-oriented crops, including non-food commodities, especially 
bio-energy feedstocks.

According to estimates by FAO, 50 to 80 million hectares of land 
have been bought or leased by international investors in recent 
years. As a result of land-grabbing, tens of millions of small produc-
ers (peasants and pastoralists) have lost their livelihoods, worsening 
poverty and hunger.106 There should be binding rules that inter alia 
give strong protection to small producers, increase security of land 
tenure and ensure that land use meets food and conservation needs 
not investors’ hunger for wealth accumulation.

»	 Promote local food production instead of global oligopolies. 
Pressure from food-exporting countries and from international lend-
ers has forced many countries in the global South to privilege cash 
crops over domestic food production. As a result, many countries 
experience production shortfalls and volatile global food prices that, 
in turn, create serious crises. Policies must be redirected towards lo-
cal production. Governments must do their utmost to protect and 
strengthen smallholders, so that basic food needs can be met as locally, 
reliably and fairly as possible. Food policy must be subject to local 
democratic control by producers and consumers. The market power 
of big agribusiness over land, seeds, inputs and processing needs to be 
reduced. 

Today, the top seed companies account for a high percentage of the 
global market.107 Accompanying the corporate concentration in the 
food chain, agricultural ODA decreased by some 58 per cent in real 
terms between 1980 and 2005, even though total ODA increased 
significantly. The share of ODA going to the agricultural sector fell 
from 17 per cent in 1980 to between 5 and 6 per cent in 2009, 
with the same downward trend observed in national budgets.108 
In other words, the smallholder system, which feeds 70 per cent 
of the world population, has been abandoned, while research and 
policy have favoured agro-industrial oligopolies, which contribute 
only 10 per cent to global retail food sales. 109 Governments should 
tax food oligopolies and invest in small-scale and peasant farming. 

106	 Cf. Committee on World Food Security, High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and 
Nutrition (2011), Land tenure and international investments in agriculture, Rome: FAO, p. 9.

107	 Ibid. p. 86.

108	 Cf. FAO (2012), FAO Statistical Yearbook 2012: World Food and Agriculture, Rome, p. 22.

109	 Cf. ETC Group (2009), Who Will Feed Us? Questions for the  
Food and Climate Crises, Ottawa, p. 1.
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Policies must encourage market diversity and research support for 
agro-ecological systems. Consumer options need to be diversified 
and local food storage and distribution must be supported.

»	 Focus on small producers and ecological farming. Large-scale, 
agro-industrial methods of production, including land use changes 
such as deforestation, account for close to 30 per cent of global emis-
sions.110 They reduce biodiversity and contribute heavily to soil deg-
radation. The IAASTD report emphasises that ecological farming 
methods secure long-term productivity, increase resilience, conserve 
the soil and protect biodiversity. Such methods have the potential 
to produce more food per hectare than industrial agriculture but 
implementation will require a significant shift in investment. 

Essential for increasing and stabilising local food production are 
gender-sensitive policies. ‘Closing the gender gap in agriculture would 
generate significant gains for the agriculture sector and for society. If women 
had the same access to productive resources as men, they could increase yields 
on their farms by 20-30 percent. This could raise total agricultural output in 
developing countries by 2.5-4 percent, which could in turn reduce the number 
of hungry people in the world by 12-17 percent.’111

The use of agro-chemicals needs to be regulated to prevent harm 
to people and the environment. Fiscal policies must reflect the true 
environmental and health costs of intensive agriculture and create 
incentives for the use of ecological alternatives. Ambitious national 
targets for reducing consumption of chemical fertilisers and pesti-
cides should be set.

The annual loss of 75 billion tons of topsoil from industrial agri-
culture patterns costs US$ 400 billion per year.112 Nitrogen fertilisers 
produced and marketed by an oligarchy of 10 global agro-chemical 
companies, have introduced massive amounts of reactive nitrogen into 
the environment, sometimes in the form of nitrous oxide (N2O), 
a powerful greenhouse gas. National and international policies are 
needed  to  protect and promote  peasant soil conservation systems 
utilising naturally occurring soil micro-organisms, inter alia as a di-
rect contribution to the reduction of N2O.

110	Cf. IAASTD (2008), Food Security in a Volatile World (Issues in Brief), Washington, DC, p. 3.

111	 FAO (2011), The State of Food and Agriculture 2010-11 – Women in Agriculture: Closing 
the gender gap for development, Rome, p. 5.

112	 Cf. O’Geen, Anthony Toby and Lawrence J.  Schwankl, (2006), Understanding Soil Erosion 
in Irrigated Agrigulture (University of California, Division of Agriculture and Natural 
Resources Publication 8196), Oakland [http://anrcatalog.ucdavis.edu/pdf/8196.pdf]; 
Pimentel, David (2006): ‘Soil Erosion: A Food and Environmental Threat’, in Environment, 
Development and Sustainability, Volume 8, Number 1, February 2006, pp. 119-137.
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»	 Protect water as a common good and the human right to water.113 
Fresh water is essential for agriculture and human life. Its supply is 
increasingly short, and agricultural production is reaching water supply 
limits in many areas. Seventy per cent of human freshwater consump-
tion is used for agricultural purposes.114 Humanity must use water much 
more carefully through conservation programmes and must drastically 
reduce pollution of water systems. Aquifer supplies must be used in a 
strictly sustainable way, allowing withdrawals in strict proportion to 
re-filling. Re-forestation and use of land for conservation purposes can 
promote more reliable rainfall and hold moisture in the soil. Abusive 
industrial and mining uses of water must also be ended, including new 
water-intensive methods of gas extraction and bio-energy production. 
Steps must also be taken to fairly share out the world’s existing freshwa-
ter resources among diverse claimants, with due regard to established 
water rights and agricultural production needs. 

Decent work for all

Because of the paramount importance of work in people’s lives, the 
‘right to work’ is enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. Article 23.1 of the Declaration states: ‘Everyone has the right to 
work, to free choice of employment, to just and favourable conditions of work and 
to protection against unemployment.’ 

Work is the basis of all true economic value creation. But work is also 
more than securing material livelihood. The participation in the world of 
work and the quality of work are important factors for a fulfilling, self-
determined life. Empirical research on life satisfaction suggests that high 
well-being is associated with low levels of unemployment and high levels 
of job security. Conversely, unemployment is very damaging to well-being.

Work is not a production factor like capital, the labour market is not 
a market like any other and the nature of a work contract is different 
from a good sales contract; in short: ‘work is not a commodity’ (ILO 
Declaration of Philadelphia, 1944).

To promote the right to work, rights at work and the right to decent living 
in a comprehensive manner, the International Labour Organization has 
developed the Decent Work concept. Decent Work is a global normative 
framework of four interrelated and mutually reinforcing objectives: (1) 
the creation of full, productive and freely chosen employment, (2) a mini-
mum floor of workers’ rights at work (‘core labour standards’ as defined 
in 1998 in the ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights 

113	 Cf. NGO Working Group on Food and Hunger at the United Nations (2011), op. cit., p. 3.

114	 Cf. FAO (2012), FAO Statistical Yearbook 2012: World Food and Agriculture, Rome, p. 290.
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at Work – that is, the rights to associate freely and to bargain collectively, 
the prohibition of forced labour, of child labour and of discrimination 
in employment, (3) the expansion and improvement of social protec-
tion and security to provide basic income security and social services to 
all, and (4) the promotion of social dialogue (the most important forms 
being collective pay negotiations and tripartite consultations between 
governments, workers’ organisations and employers’ organisations.115

These objectives are universal. They apply to all persons who work – 
that is, salaried employees, self-employed people, formal and informal 
sector workers, those who cannot find adequate employment or who 
should not work (because of age, disability, sickness, or pregnancy, for 
example) – and to all countries, regardless of their development status.

The reality on the ground, however, points to a huge decent work deficit 
that has also been growing recently as a result of the crisis. As the world 
entered the year 2012, one in three workers in the global labour force 
was either unemployed or poor. That is, out of a global labour force of 
3.3 billion, 200 million were unemployed (an increase of 27 million since 
the start of the crisis) and a further 900 million working poor were living 
with their families below the poverty line of US$ 2 a day.116

Over 120 million young people will reach the age of 16 in 2012, 90 per 
cent of them in countries of the global South. And while most of these 
young adults would like a job, in the present circumstances of austerity 
policies very few of them are likely to find one. Over 1 billion jobs 
would need to be created between now and 2020 just to meet the needs 
of the younger generation.117 

Efforts to ensure decent work for all must be stepped up and employment 
in general must be given priority in all strategies to re-orientate the 
economies towards sustainability. In our view, more and better global 
cooperation is needed on at least the following issues:

»	 Promote international labour standards and wage policy prin-
ciples to support effective demand. Policy recommendations for 
increasing global employment tend to focus uniquely on the supply 
side and to neglect the importance of effective demand. In our view, 
macroeconomic policy coordination to sustain sufficiently robust 

115	 For more details, see Sengenberger, Werner (2001), Decent Work: The International 
Labor Organization Agenda, in Dialogue and Cooperation 2/2001 [http://library.fes.de/
pdf-files/iez/global/02077.pdf].

116	 ILO (2012), Global Employment Trends – Preventing a deeper job crisis, Geneva, p. 9

117	 Cf. Ortiz, Isabel and Matthew Cummins (2012), When the Global Crisis and Youth 
Bulge Collide: Double the Jobs Trouble for Youth, New York: UNICEF [www.unicef.org/
socialpolicy/files/Global_Crisis_and_Youth_Bulge_-_FINAL.pdf].

http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/iez/global/02077.pdf
http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/iez/global/02077.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/files/Global_Crisis_and_Youth_Bulge_-_FINAL.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/files/Global_Crisis_and_Youth_Bulge_-_FINAL.pdf
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levels of effective demand in the global economy is essential for job 
creation. This should include a globally coordinated approach to scale 
up the ratification and implementation of agreed international labour 
standards by national governments as a means to stop the regula-
tory race to the bottom that has become the hallmark of neoliberal 
globalisation.118 To become an effective driver of employment in the 
real economy, an internationally coordinated approach to support 
demand by improving labour standards must extend to remuneration 
and pay. Globally accepted and implemented wage policy principles 
or standards that provide (a) for real wage increases in line with pro-
ductivity increases and (b) for national (or sub-national) minimum 
wages indexed on national (or sub-national) average wages/incomes 
within a certain ‘corridor’ allowing for some (downward) flexibility, 
could sustain global demand, limit inequality within societies and 
provide for fair competition internationally without destroying the 
competitive advantage of poorer countries.

»	 Fight the wrong notion that only rich countries can afford decent 
work, and that poor countries must first ‘develop’.119 This notion is 
based on the misleading perception that employment expansion on 
the one hand and decent work objectives on the other, like improve-
ments in the quality of work (for example, better health and safety 
standards), better social security, combating the worst forms of child 
labour (such as dangerous work, child prostitution, slavery), and equal 
access to education or vocational training, are necessarily conflicting 
objectives, or that decent work objectives by themselves are not ‘de-
velopment’. Empirically, the vast differences in social standards and 
decent work attainments that can be found among countries with 
similar levels of available resources prove the opposite. The argument 
becomes completely suspect when it is directed against international 
labour standards that have nothing to do with the level of material 
development or available resources and are more political in nature, 
like the freedom of trade unions, free collective wage determina-
tion by employers and workers representatives, social dialogue, or 
prohibiting discrimination in the workplace based on gender, race, 
caste or ethnic identity.

118	 Cf. Frank Hoffer (2011), ‘International Labor Standards: safeguards for an open world 
economy’, in David Coats (ed.), Exiting from the crisis: towards a model of more 
equitable and sustainable growth, ETUI, Brussels, p.177. Prior to the financial crisis, 
international competition for ever more deregulation and liberalisation had driven 
up profit rates, resulting in lower wage shares, growing inequality and a global lack 
of wage-based aggregate demand. This in turn translated into unsustainable global 
imbalances with massive export surpluses in some countries, and a ‘savings glut’, 
unsustainable debt-financed consumption and asset bubbles in others.

119	 Cf. Werner Sengenberger (2001), op. cit. p.46
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»	 Make decent work a priority in the new metrics for social pro-
gress and well-being. Given the importance of work in people’s 
lives, decent work is an integral part of the development we want; it 
is both a means to balanced economic development and an end in 
itself. Decent work goals, like MDG 1B (to ‘achieve full and productive 
employment and decent work for all, including women and young people’), 
must therefore also become part of a possible new set of ‘Global 
Sustainability Goals’, replacing the MDGs after 2015.

»	 Overcome trade-offs between employment and environment. 
There are possible trade-offs between the need for employment 
growth and the need to reduce the environmental impact of the 
associated economic activities. They have to be managed strategi-
cally, ideally by a simultaneous increase in the employment intensity 
and decrease in the resource and emission intensity of economic 
activities. The dif﻿ficult challenge will be to combine the need for 
bringing the hundreds of millions of working poor in the global 
South into more productive work – that is, raising labour productiv-
ity in order to lift work income above subsistence levels –  and the 
need to reduce resource consumption and greenhouse gas emissions 
by raising resource productivity. This combined challenge of raising 
labour and resource productivity simultaneously at the very least 
requires massive international transfers in finance and technology 
(see also Box 12). In addition, total economic valuation of the costs 
and benefits, including those related to the environment, must be 
applied to all economic activities, especially extractive activities that 
have become popular in many countries of the global South as a 
source of employment.
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Afghan men work on a road construction under the auspices of the World 
Food Programme (WFP) food-for-work project.



IV » Towards inclusive, 
accountable governance
9. Strengthening democratic governance 

The need to overcome fragmentation

To date, the approach to sustainable development governance has been 
one of governing the three dimensions of sustainable development in 
their own zone, complemented by coordination between them. This is 
attempted at all levels – global, regional, national and sub-national – and 
in cooperation with non-state actors, primarily civil society, indigenous 
peoples, local authorities and the private sector. 

Sustainable development has been viewed as a linking concept designed 
to facilitate dialogue between those whose primary concerns relate to 
the environment and those who see their role as promoting growth 
and development. This approach has formally emphasised coordination 
and dialogue, but does not have a strong institutional basis for decision-
making and policy change across the three ‘pillars’. Nor has it addressed 
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human rights, inequalities, social exclusion and cultural diversity. In prac-
tice, the environmental ‘pillar’ has dominated the dialogue, the economic 
has dominated impact, and social and cultural issues are largely neglected, 
apart from the limited way they have been addressed through the MDGs.

Decision-making and policy development have been severely handi-
capped by this hierarchy amongst the ‘pillars’, as global economic gov-
ernance does not adhere to the mandates of the human rights regime 
or the requirements of sustainable development. The major effort 
to correct this has been limited to strengthening the environmental 
dimension, focused on scaling up UNEP.

To overcome the fragmentation of governance for sustainable devel-
opment and ensure policy coherence, it is essential to re-arrange and 
re-configure the institutional arrangements that cover all aspects of the 
policy cycle: agenda-setting, policy analysis and formulation, decision-
making, implementation, and evaluation.

Engagement and representation cannot be based solely on the tripartite 
structure of society: government, civil society and private sector. Reality 
is much more complex. Within all groupings we find those committed 
to sustainable development and rights and those with a vested interest 
in the unsustainable status quo.

Governance driven by the growth paradigm

Governance structures have been shaped around the dominant growth 
paradigm. For many years the mainstream approach to development 
and social equity has started with GDP growth. In the UN develop-
ment decades, UNCTAD and other agencies calculated the rate of 
growth that the global South would require for development. The trade 
access and resource transfers needed to reach this rate became a key 
focus in North-South negotiations. The first UN Development Decade 
(1961-1970) called for a minimum annual growth rate of 5 per cent 
in aggregate national income by the end of the decade.120 Continuing 
in the same vein, the fourth UN Development Decade (1991-2000) 
pronounced: ‘On the basis of the experience of some countries, it is considered 
that sustained growth at a rate of the order of 7 per cent would provide the 
necessary conditions for a genuine transformation of the economy, with rapid 
increases in productive employment and poverty eradication, and would generate 
the resources needed for the protection of the environment.’121

120	 Cf. UN General Assembly (1961), United Nations Development Decade – A programme 
for international economic co-operation (A/RES/1710 (XVI)), New York.

121	 UN General Assembly (1990), International Development Strategy for the Fourth 
United Nations Development Decade (A/RES/45/199), New York, p. 126.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_agenda
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Implementation
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The global North resisted the higher rates called for by their negotiating 
partners, not because they had a different growth/development calculus 
but because of the policy implications of their adoption – particularly 
with regard to market access and increased external financing, includ-
ing ODA. How the benefits (and burdens) of development were shared 
was regarded as a matter of national sovereignty and policy, and the 
international agreements were deemed neutral in terms of distribution 
and social equity. 

This discourse has been re-thought as national economies have become 
increasingly interdependent, propelled by economic globalisation and 
trade liberalisation, and national incomes have become heavily depend-
ent on external markets for goods, services and finance. 

Governance and policy challenges to secure development and ensure 
fairer distribution of its benefits have been made even more complex 
in the face of the now-accepted reality of needing to protect rights 
and achieve sustainable development within ecological limits and plan-
etary boundaries. Governance structures have been set historically to 
deal with access issues (to land, water, mining rights, etc.) and to avoid 
resource-driven conflict. As we face the reality of having reached plan-
etary boundaries, we have no equivalent global governance over the 
vital resources we are depleting.

Growing governance gaps in the face of ecological limits

The dispute over access to scarce resources is at the very origin of the 
notion of politics and rights. Human societies have found different ways 
of dealing with environmental limits. Limited supplies of water have 
resulted in complicated but effective mechanisms for its distribution. 
Limited agricultural land results in inheritance laws or specific market 
regulations. When the limits are found in vital resources, the market will 
not ensure a fair distribution, given its tendency to price higher what 
is scarce or in high demand; and in extraordinary times (such as war or 
disasters) rationing has been applied even in capitalist liberal societies.

What is new in the present debate about sustainability and about the 
distribution of access rights is its universal scope. The classic dilemmas 
between environment and development used to be local or country-
wide. Should we destroy a sacred mountain rich in biodiversity in order 
to exploit its gold and in the process generate jobs and resources to 
fight poverty? The answer to that question and the resolution of the 
many underlying problems have been up to local, provincial or national 
authorities.
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But when one country creates jobs by subsidising its car industry or 
oil consumption, the additional emissions of climate-changing gases may 
spur catastrophic floods thousands of miles away. How can humanity 
solve the problem of planetary limits without having appropriate global 
governance to allocate access rights and responsibilities? The lack of 
agreement on how to distribute the burden of halting climate change and 
dealing with its effects shows the inappropriate nature of current global 
governance. The lack of global budgets, global taxes or a global supreme 
court to settle disputes over competing rights does not mean that the 
aforementioned rights and principles that should govern us are not well 
established, nor that we cannot shape fiscal policy for sustainability.

Governance at national and international levels has failed to address the 
shift and its resulting drift to extra-territorial agreements. Executive 
branches of government have engaged in offshore deal-making without 
being subject to national and sub-national processes of democratic ac-
countability.

A mindset change is needed to re-frame goals and objectives within 
limits and re-claim and re-define the role of the state, with princi-
ples and rights occupying the governance apex for public policies and 
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Above: Victims of the 
worst floods to hit 
Pakistan in several 
years walk through 
water-filled streets in 
the northwestern city of 
Nowshera. The flooding 
caused by monsoon rains 
in 2010 claimed up to 
1,400 lives and affected 
2.5 million people. 
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budget allocations. This definition of governance must be extended to 
economic policies and cross-border agreements and transactions, and 
to all relevant players including large economic units, whether nation 
states, trans-national entities or private companies.

Agreements arising from negotiations among governments have been 
shaped by relative power balances and imbalances among political 
groups and countries, and now have the tendency to settle at a low level 
of ambition, reflecting damage-control strategies. The global challenges 
of sustainable development can no longer afford the trade-offs that come 
with these low-quality agreements. Global governance must empower 
a process that ensures whole-of-government accountability and policy 
coherence to the high standards of human rights, peace and sustainable 
development. 

A more coherent and dynamic inter-governmental discourse should 
provide ways of breaking through the obstacles to needed global agree-
ments and finding answers to questions such as:

»	 How to bring private and privatised regulation in areas of  
common goods under public scrutiny or oversight?

»	 How to ensure that fairness and equity are the  
operational principles?

»	 How to shift the technology debate from one of technology 
transfer to technology assessment and access?

Precarious partnerships

For the last two decades, the UN has invested heavily in partnerships 
to bring in and engage private companies regarded as key to achieving 
sustainable development. The World Summit on Sustainable Develop-
ment in 2002, for example, explicitly promoted so-called ‘Type -2’ part-
nerships between governments, international organisations, companies, 
foundations and civil society as more effective alternatives to traditional 
multilateralism. However, these partnerships have not been measured in 
terms of their contribution to implementing the Rio principles, regis-
tration is not required, nor is public disclosure and reporting. According 
to the criteria and guidelines for partnerships, they are ‘voluntary initia-
tives, […] should contribute to Agenda 21 […] and should be designed and 
implemented in a transparent and accountable manner’.122

122	UNCSD (2003), The Implementation Track for Agenda 21 and the Johannesburg Plan 
of Implementation: Future Programme, Organisation and Methods of Work of the 
Commission on Sustainable Development, New York, para. 20(a) [www.un.org/esa/
sustdev/csd/csd11/csd11res.pdf].

www.un.org/esa/sustdev/csd/csd11/csd11res.pdf
www.un.org/esa/sustdev/csd/csd11/csd11res.pdf
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Similarly the discourse of ‘multi-stakeholder-ism’ has gained traction, 
whether reflecting public interest or state disassembling is not clear. 
Despite good intentions to broaden participation, these processes have 
not been adequately framed and governed by the Rio Principles or the 
values of the Millennium Declaration. 

Multi-stakeholder approaches need to be more precise in their objec-
tives and application to avoid contributing to fragmentation of gov-
ernance, providing an escape route for governments, from protecting 
the rights of present and future generations to creating the illusion 
of participation and fairer rules of the game without challenging the 
distribution of power and increased weight of the corporate sector. 

Any private sector partnership or engagement, for-profit or not-for-
profit, claiming UN collaboration and (hence) endorsement must be 
publicly registered and demonstrate how its activities are consistent 
with and contribute to the implementation of the UN Charter. 

Addressing for-profit partnerships in particular, elements of an institu-
tional framework for UN-private sector relations should

»	 be based on a set of basic principles that guarantee integrity, 
impartiality, independence of the UN organisation and provide 
transparency and accountability;

»	 adhere to agreed minimum standards for interaction between the 
UN and the private sector;

»	 be subject to systematic impact assessments and independent 
evaluations;

»	 support institution building so that the UN has the capacity 
and incentives to undertake or secure the necessary assessments, 
screenings and evaluations.123 

More specifically with regard to sustainable development Type-2 part-
nerships, reporting requirements should conform to impact assessments. 
These would be mandatory upon registration of an activity or partner-
ship and/or could be triggered by any ‘stakeholder’ of the process, from 
indigenous communities to sustainable sanitation system producers to 
local authorities. 

123	Cf. Martens, Jens (2007), Multistakeholder Partnerships – Future Models of 
Multilateralism? Berlin: Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung.



Development Dialogue June 2012 – No future without justice   96

Mandatory reporting by transnational and large national corporations 
is a sine qua non for democratic accountability. Voluntary agreements 
and initiatives have attempted to fill this gap and have helped to create 
a climate of reporting, but do not provide the legal guarantees and 
scrutiny needed for effective governance. 

From whole-of-government approaches to  
whole-of-governance mindset

A whole-of-government approach is essential but not sufficient. It 
needs to be accompanied by radical changes in participatory rights in 
decision-making and the commitment to guarantee and protect citizen 
participation. The rights of access to information, public participation, 
and access to justice are essential to sustainable development. The 1992 
Rio Declaration endorsed these rights in Principle 10,124 which needs 
to be transformed from aspiration to action. All governments should 
improve their legal structures on national environmental governance, 
agreeing to the development of an international instrument giving legal 
force to Principle 10, based on the Aarhus Convention, and ensure that 
the principles are incorporated into all UN decision-making processes.

CSO participation in decision-making must be strengthened and given 
structural and institutional support. Specific measures for CSO partici-
pation during and after the Rio and post-2015 processes should be built 
on the CSO mechanism in the FAO Committee on Food Security. 

Another measure to support citizen participation in decision-making 
is a mandatory public comment phase. Based on the many good prac-
tices at national and sub-national levels, draft agreements would also 
be subject to a mandatory public comment stage. Serious gaps in final 
decisions could be raised before the Council on Sustainable Develop-
ment, or appealed under the high-level body on policy coherence. 

124	‘Environmental issues are best handled with the participation of all concerned citizens, 
at the relevant level. At the national level, each individual shall have appropriate 
access to information concerning the environment that is held by public authorities, 
including information on hazardous materials and activities in their communities, and 
the opportunity to participate in decision-making processes.  States shall facilitate and 
encourage public awareness and participation by making information widely available. 
Effective access to judicial and administrative proceedings, including redress and 
remedy, shall be provided.’ [www.un.org/documents/ga/conf151/aconf15126-1annex1.htm]

www.un.org/documents/ga/conf151/aconf
15126-1annex1.htm
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Challenges to the conventional understanding  
of governance

The failings of global governance to address today’s challenges often 
point to the inadequacies of effective decision-making of universal or 
inclusive bodies and have resulted in the trend to the creation of ad hoc 
fora like the G20, which claim swift and effective action on a systemic 
scale. Yet these initiatives further exclude inclusive groups and under-
mine their willingness and ability to be partners in creating sustainable 
societies and protecting the eco-system we all share.

A decisive shift is needed in the understanding of governance. The 
United Nations Secretary-General’s High Level Panel on Global Sus-
tainability notes in this regard: ‘Democratic governance and full respect for 
human rights are pre-requisites for empowering people to make sustainable 
choices.’125

This requires a change in the tone of multilateral governance from one 
that prescribes solutions and then institutes legal and financial frame-
works to implement them or ensure compliance, to one that protects 
bottom-up governance.

Bottom-up governance not only refers to the direction of influence 
from the local to the global. It also calls for more governance space 
and implementation to be retained at local and sub-national levels. It 
enables, for instance, small farmers and peasant communities to exercise 
their rights in retaining their seeds, growing nutritious foods without 
genetically modified organisms, and accessing medicines without pay-
ing unaffordable prices set by transnational companies and protected by 
intellectual property rights. 

However, democratic governance requires not only the strengthening 
of civil society in governance skills but also a re-focusing and re-struc-
turing of governance institutions and the overcoming of governance 
gaps at national and global levels. 

125	United Nations Secretary-General’s High Level Panel on Global Sustainability (2012), 
Resilient People, Resilient Planet. A Future Worth Choosing, New York, p. 10.



Box 13

People’s Planning Process and sustainable development  
– the Kerala experiment 
by George Chira

The Government of India enacted the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendment Acts in 
1992. Thereafter, state legislatures created the three-tier system of local bodies of governments: 
panchayats at village, block and district level, and in urban areas bodies such as town panchayat, 
municipal council and municipal corporation. 

The state of Kerala introduced a decentralised planning process known as ‘Janakiya Asoothranam’ 
(People’s Planning). About 40 per cent of the budget of the state’s plan is devolved to local 
governments. The local governments formulate and implement projects with the active 
participation of the community. This enables local people to formulate, prioritise and execute plans 
for local development, based on needs and available resources. Reportedly, so far some 1,200 plans 
and more than 100,000 projects have been prepared in Kerala. 

The People’s Planning Process starts with a special meeting of the People’s Assembly in a village 
or the ward in the urban local body. Through group discussions, common needs such as drinking 
water, employment, wasteland utilisation and agricultural development are assessed, together with 
the possibilities and available resources – both natural and human. A development report is prepared 
on the basis of the assessment. A development seminar at the local body follows, at which needs and 
opportunities expressed by the people are further evaluated and assessed. The seminar discusses the 
development report and finalises it for publication. 

After publication of the report, projects are prepared sector-wise with the involvement of 
elected members, officials and experts. Finally, the elected body decides on the projects, 
indicating priority in a democratic manner. The planned document is submitted to the District 
Planning Committee (DPC) for approval. The DPC evaluates each project, with support from 
a Technical Advisory Committee, which examines its technical viability.

The projects are then implemented by local bodies. The People’s Assembly has the right to 
examine the progress and other aspects of the project. The priorities given by the People’s 
Assembly are supreme. 

The People’s Planning Process grants complete or near-autonomy to the local bodies and the 
People’s Assembly in the villages and towns. This process has been supported by financial devolution. 
It demonstrates and practises bottom-up planning involving a maximum number of people.

The emphasis on the identification and prioritisation of the perceived needs of the communities 
and the comprehensive assessment of the natural resources available, together with technical 
expertise and inputs, has led to the optimal use and conservation of natural resources. 126

126	For further reading: Oomman, M. A. (2004), Deepening Decentralised Governance in Rural India – Lessons from People’s 
Plan Initiative of Kerala, Kochi [http://csesindia.org/admin/modules/cms/docs/publication/11.pdf]; Issac, Thomas T. M. (1999), 
People’s Planning – Towards a Hand book, Thiruvananthapuram [www.scribd.com/doc/41671531/Peoples-Planning-Towards-
a-Handbook]; Issac, Thomas T. M., Richard W.Franke and M. P. Parmeswaram (1997), ‘From Anti Feudalism to Sustainable 
Development’, in Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars, Vol. 29, Issue 3.

http://csesindia.org/admin/modules/cms/docs/publication/11.pdf
www.scribd.com/doc/41671531/Peoples
W.Franke
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10. Overcoming governance gaps at national 
and global levels
While most governance discourses emphasise the democratic deficit, 
gaps and fragmentation in global governance, the major challenge for 
more effective governance at the global level is the lack of coherence 
at the national level. Effective international arrangements cannot be 
determined or strengthened without commitments and coherence at 
the national level, in all countries. Creating more effective and coherent 
global governance will be a futile exercise if it is not reflected in, and 
‘owned’ by, effective national counterparts and placed in an influential 
governance position vis-à-vis other ministries and interest groups. 

Strengthened institutions to promote coherence for 
sustainability at national level

The national Sustainable Development Councils proposed by the 
Earth Summit in 1992 have been assessed as mainly ineffective. Yet, as 
strong national commitment and leadership are essential, the Secretary-
General’s High Level Panel on Global Sustainability has called for a 
‘whole-of-government’ approach to sustainable development issues, 
‘under the leadership of the Head of State or Government and involving all 
relevant ministries for addressing such issues across sectors’.127

Some elements to put this recommendation into practice and also ex-
tend it beyond the executive branch of government could include:

»	 A new ‘Sherpa for Sustainability’ to secure highest-level authority 
and ensure full-time attention and action. This function/position 
should have cabinet rank to ensure coherence among government 
ministries and authorities. 

»	 A Parliamentary Committee on Policy Coherence for Sustain-
ability. To secure oversight and public accountability, a Parliamen-
tary Committee on Policy Coherence for Sustainability should 
complement the ‘Sherpa’ function. These high-level institutions in 
the executive and legislative branches of the state will provide the 
necessary national presence and representation at the relevant fora of 
global governance for sustainability. Their positions and perspectives 
should be prepared by a permanent and meaningful consultation 
process with broad constituency participation that reflects the cross-
sectoral dimensions of sustainable development.

127	United Nations Secretary-General’s High Level Panel on Global Sustainability (2012), 
op. cit., Recommendation 42.
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»	 An Ombudsperson for Future Generations. The appointment of 
Ombudspersons for Future Generations could bring the sustainabil-
ity agenda straight to the heart of governments and policy-making. 
The Ombudsperson could engage directly in the policy-making 
process and assess the long-term effects of policies from an integrated 
perspective. Only an independent body without the requirement to 
be re-elected by current voters can fully focus on long-term analysis 
and articulate it without any hesitation.

Such measures will contribute to strengthening national priorities in 
the global arena, with quality national representation, so that repre-
sentatives in multilateral forums are not only foreign service or finance 
and trade ministry officials, but are also experts from other sectors, sub-
national officials and other stakeholders. Such representation should 
be equipped, supported and held accountable for making meaningful 
contributions to achieving human rights and sustainable development. 

These recommendations can be put in place in the short term. Over 
the longer term, and more ambitiously, the move from sector to na-
tional agendas has to be supported by constitutional amendments and 
guarantees.

Applying the whole-of-government approach  
at the global level

As a first step, a UN Sustainability Council, directly reporting to the 
General Assembly on the lines of the Human Rights Council, should 
be established. Only a preliminary response to global governance chal-
lenges, this institutional structure needs to become a Charter body of 
the United Nations, and a process to upgrade needs urgently to be 
initiated. This institutional configuration of sustainability must guide 
the work of global institutions in integrated decision-making, policy 
action, implementation and review. The council’s remit would extend 
to all dimensions of sustainability, including the environmental, the 
economic, the cultural and the social. The council would also con-
sider cases of policy incoherence stemming from both the public and 
private sectors, for example when one group of countries makes loans 
dependent on austerity measures that undercut human well-being and 
the ability to establish a social protection floor, or when trade priorities 
trump decent work. 

The council’s jurisdiction would extend to all multilateral bodies, 
including the international financial institutions. The new council 
would be charged with overseeing the reporting process supported by 
a Universal Periodic Review (UPR) on Sustainability, modelled on 
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the UPR mechanism of the Human Rights Council. This mechanism 
should cover all relevant issues linked to human rights, trade, macro-
economic policy, the environment, financing and political participation. 
The UPR remit should be extended to considering information pro-
vided by stakeholders such as civil society and the private sector, in ad-
dition to governments. Information on reports and Universal Periodic 
Review findings would be made widely available through channels that 
actively target all relevant stakeholders.

Building on the experience of the IPCC and the Intergovernmental 
Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge in Science, Technology, and De-
velopment (IAASTD), an International Panel on Sustainability could 
serve as an internationally recognised source of expertise and experi-
ence across the systems. Its membership should reflect a wide range of 
experiences and expertise, as well as geographical and gender balance, 
and be mandated to undertake research and provide independent ad-
vice on policies that affect sustainability and on emerging issues that re-
quire inter-governmental attention and action. It should establish ad-hoc 
working groups or task forces to deepen and supplement its work and 
include members from organisations within civil society, social move-
ments, scientists and indigenous peoples with a proven commitment to 
and track record in the relevant issues.

There are some key areas of sustainable development and intergen-
erational justice where the international governance system lacks 
the appropriate normative standards and oversight. We support the 
recommendation to establish an Ombudsperson for Intergenera-
tional Justice/Future Generations. In addition, the function of Special 
Rapporteurs should be used to examine, monitor, advise and publicly 
report on problems, such as land rights, technology access and use, and 
fisheries, and develop recommendations not only on specific cases but 
also for new or upgraded norms. This could be a special procedure of 
the newly constituted UN Sustainability Council. 

With increasing recognition of the importance of fiscal policy, public 
finance management, and predictable and sustainable public resources, 
it is vital and urgent to close the global governance gap regarding tax 
cooperation. A UN Inter-governmental Commission for Tax Coop-
eration should be established to set standards that would reduce tax 
competition and work towards ending tax evasion; these measures 
would support stronger domestic tax capacities and ensure the avail-
ability of resources for social protection, decent employment, economic 
diversification and other aspects of sustainability.
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In addition to strengthening the institutional framework for sustainable 
development at national and global levels, it is essential to have a political 
body at the highest level, such as a strengthened UN General Assembly 
(GA), with the primary mandate to uphold policy coherence to realise 
the underlying values of the UN Charter, including in the areas of 
human rights, peace, disarmament and sustainable development.128 This 
reconfigured GA could convene an annual meeting at the highest level 
that addresses policy coherence for sustainability, as well as governance 
and regulatory gaps. This annual meeting could complement or replace 
the annual high-level debate of the General Assembly.

It could also benefit from increasingly dynamic initiatives being under-
taken by holders of the office of the President of the General Assembly 
(PGA), who would be mandated to go beyond thematic debates to 
drive initiatives for the integration of emerging issues into the global 
agenda. Mechanisms would include setting up expert groups, or PGA 
commissions, including participation from civil society, indigenous 
peoples, local authorities and affected peoples. To strengthen the 
problem-solving capacity in the UN and address policy coherence gaps 
and contradictions in the decisions of inter-governmental bodies, the 
PGA should call together, in transparent and accountable settings, the 
chairs of inter-governmental bodies to resolve pressing issues of policy 
coherence. 

Closing governance gaps at national and global levels and establish-
ing inclusive and accountable governance requires a commitment to 
overcome the inequitable distribution not only of resources but also 
of access to participation and decision-making. Governance processes 
must provide and protect the right for all to participate in setting our 
common future on a just and fair path.

128	See also: Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation  and United Nations Association of Sweden 
(2012), Reform Proposals – For a Democratic United Nations and The Rule of Law, 
Uppsala [www.dhf.uu.se/publications/other-publications/reform-proposals/].

www.dhf.uu.se/publications/other
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Activities and members of the  
Civil Society Reflection Group

The Civil Society Reflection Group on Global Development Perspectives 
met five times during 2011 and 2012 (12-14 January 2011, Berlin; 4-6 
March 2011, New York City; 16-17 July 2011, Manila; 16-18 September 
2011, Uppsala; and 5-7 March 2012, Berlin). 

The group produced an Urgent Appeal to Change the Mindset during its 
meeting in New York and a submission to the official preparatory process 
of the Rio+20 Conference. The Social Watch Report 2012 contains this 
submission and further background papers by members of the group. All 
papers and statements as well as additional materials are available at the 
website of the Reflection Group (www.reflectiongroup.org). 

Various members of the group worked together to organise or participate 
in public events in order to discuss the ideas and initial findings of the 
group with the broader public:

During the first meeting of the Reflection Group in Berlin in 
January 2011, the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung organised a roundtable 
discussion with experts from civil society and research institutes.

At the World Social Forum in Dakar, Senegal, in February 2011 the 
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung together with Global Policy Forum, Social 
Watch and Third World Network Africa organised a workshop on 
‘Thinking Ahead: Towards a New Development Paradigm’.

http://www.reflectiongroup.org
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During the March meeting in New York City, the group exchanged 
views with participants of the Second Prepcom for the Rio+20 
Conference.

At the July 2011 meeting in Manila the group met with participants 
of the Social Watch General Assembly in various workshops. 

At its meeting in September 2011, members of the group participated 
in a public panel debate on ‘20 Years after Rio – Global Development 
Perspectives’ at Uppsala University.

The submission to the Rio+20 Conference was presented during 
the UNCSD intersessional meeting in December 2011 as well as at 
an informal retreat in the presence of the Secretary-General of the 
UN and other high-ranking officials.

At the Thematic World Social Forum in Porto Alegre in January 2012, 
the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, together with Global Policy Forum 
Europe, Social Watch and terre des homes, organised a workshop 
titled ‘Do we need Sustainable Development Goals?’

During the last meeting in Berlin in March 2012, the Friedrich-
Ebert-Stiftung, together with its partners in the ‘Fortschrittsforum’ 
(Forum on Progress), facilitated a public debate between members 
of the Reflection Group and members of the Study Commission on 
Growth, Wellbeing and Quality of Life of the German Parliament.

The work of the Reflection Group and all its activities would not have 
been possible without the generous financial support it received from 
the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, terre des hommes Germany and the Dag 
Hammarskjöld Foundation.

At the Dag 
Hammarskjöld 
Foundation in Uppsala 
in September 2011.
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Members of the Reflection Group
Alejandro Chanona Burguete is Professor at the Faculty of Social 
and Political Sciences of the National Autonomous University of 
Mexico (UNAM). He is founder of the European Studies Center 
of UNAM and is currently coordinating the research project, 
‘Debating Development Models and Human Security’. He was head 
of Convergence’s parliamentary caucus in the Chamber of Deputies 
(Sixtieth Congress, 2006-2009).

Barbara Adams is Senior Policy Advisor of Global Policy Forum 
Europe. Her previous positions include: head of the UN-Non-
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