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Human rights and sustainable development 

Introduction 

This document reflects the opinions of the members of the NGO Committee on Sustainable Development in 

Vienna on the most pressing challenges the world is facing. The nexus between urgent issues to be solved 

and suggestions for strategies to secure progress towards achieving the objectives are briefly touched 

upon. Those objectives need to be defined in terms of concrete targets in the new sustainable 

development goals (SDGs). 

For the most important strategic fields, targets should be set that take into account their potential for 

realisation, and the social multiplier effects should be identified. Over the long term education is 

considered to be key to achieving a better world. All the other important strategies hinge critically on the 

ability and willingness of the international community to introduce the necessary reforms; this implies 

designing and implementing intelligent measures. Every effort will have to be made to overcome numerous 

obstacles and address many challenges.  

The strategies to be followed are interlinked and their mutual influences have to be taken into account 

before designing concrete measures in order to avoid possible counter-productive effects. Among the most 

important strategies are institutional and legal reforms, technical and social innovation, the introduction of 

effective incentive systems and the protection and enhancement of our common resource base so as to 

secure fair access for all.      

Basic tenet: The primary objective is the attainment of human rights and a better life for all, with 

sustainable development as the strategic means for achieving that goal.  

Key development elements  

Among the three dimensions of sustainable development (social, economic and environmental), three 

interrelated elements that determine development are considered of particular importance today: 

- The decision-making systems (political and international organizations, the enterprise system);  

- Distribution issues (degree of concentration of political and economic power; access to education, 

jobs, finance, land, etc.) 

- Resource systems (natural and man-made, such as human capital, capital goods and the financial 

system). 

Diagram 1 shows the three elements and their interrelationship. Distribution issues (access to resources 

and the distribution of power, development gains and burdens) and resource use or abuse are in major 

respects determined by decision making systems.  Access to resources and the distribution of gains and 

burdens again have their own impacts on resource systems.      

 
 
 



 
Diagram 1. The nexus - three major elements determining sustainable development and their 
interrelationship 
(arrows indicate directions of impact) 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Key problems 

Which are the most important shortcomings in these elements today and in the coming decades, and 
which must hence be clearly reflected in the objectives? Which are the fundamental causes? Table 1 gives 
an overview. 

Table 1. The most pressing deficiencies in the sustainable development elements 
 

ELEMENT DEFICITS 

Decision-making 

systems 

 weak and ineffective government, compounded by actors’ not being held 

accountable  

 lack of inclusiveness (gender, minorities) 

 lack of partnership  

 little or no spirit of solidarity, cooperation and mutual accountability 

 

Distribution 

 inequality of income and wealth in and between nations 

 gender inequality 

 lack of opportunities for all to make a decent living 

 deficiencies in capacity of, and access to, social and physical infrastructure 

 lack of access to food, energy and other natural resources 

 lack of a stable and fair monetary and financial system, and unequal  

access to financial resources 

 Inequitable access to education 

 no universal access to sexual and reproductive health-care  

 inordinate burden of economic and environmental crises arising from the 

above shifted to others 

Resources 

 insufficient control of pollutant emissions 

 failure to address the risk of methane emissions in the context of 

atmospheric warming  

 increasing loss of stable eco-systems and habitats for wildlife  

 no systematic and coordinated approach to biodiversity conservation  

 no special protection of ‘eco hot- spots’ 

 

 

Decision-making systems 

Resource systems Distribution issues 



Obstacles to improvements  

 
The fundamental shortcomings are further aggravated by the present economic system, such as the 

misdirection of international financial flows from the perspective of sustainable global development, thus 

making progress towards overcoming them difficult. Major obstacles to progress are listed in Table 2. 

 

Table 2. Obstacles to progress in the present world economic system 

 

OBSTACLES 

 Massive flows of financial resources that do not contribute to the real economy 

 Corruption  

 Illicit flows of finance, money laundering and tax evasion 

 Labour-saving instead of resource-saving technical progress 

 High public debt in many countries 

 Lack of socially responsible/cooperative entrepreneurship 

 

Strategy elements 

A coherent approach to solving the many problems will require sound strategies. The institutions 

formulating these strategies (which will include local, regional and national governments, international 

organizations and the NGOs in which civil society is organized) will have to build partnerships if they are to 

be able to come to grips with global problems. 

 
Diagram 2. Strategy elements and their interrelationship 
 
 

 

   

  

 

 

 

           

 
 
 
 
Institutional reform will be needed if international organizations, governments and NGOs are to achieve 
the goal of sustainable development for all, as it requires the involvement of all. The UN system can build 
on the process used in formulating the SDGs: much can be learned from it to make international co-
operation more effective and efficient. Essential cornerstones of institutional reforms in government 
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(which will often require parallel reforms in legal systems and law enforcement) will include eliminating 
corruption and tax evasion, making all civil service personnel accountable and becoming more responsive 
to the needs of citizens.   

 
The provision of incentives is a key element in motivating people to take long-term action for our common 
future, both nationally and internationally. In the international arena more proactive countries may be 
encouraged to design and implement sustainable development oriented projects by dedicating earmarked 
funds to such endeavours. Applications for funds (with co-financing obligations) should be ranked according 
to already acquired expertise in the development field of the project as well as the promise of the new 
project to improve SDG-related targets.   
 
Education and knowledge are a sine-qua-non for any progress towards sustainable development. Great 
steps forward have been made in recent decades, with dramatic reductions in illiteracy. But the higher 
forms of education are still beyond reach for a large part of the world population. Access to information, 
especially via the Internet, often faces major obstacles as well. Education and knowledge have a decisive 
impact on the following two strategy elements. 
 
Innovation is often seen as a purely technological issue, but for sustainable development new business 
forms, new institutions and a radically different relationship with our natural environment are needed as 
well.   
 
While the carrying capacity of the earth must be respected, equitable development for all requires better 
access to development resources for all. In many countries, for example, inequitable landownership is a 
major obstacle to widespread development in rural areas, and legislation tends to favour entrenched 
power. Access to financial resources, transport and power infrastructure are also major problems for small 
businesses in developing countries.    
 
Linkages and synergies must be explored to strengthen strategy effects. There are obvious synergies 
between strategies focusing on education, knowledge and innovation. Similarly, institutional reforms can 
help the poor to gain better access to resources.      
 
Time and place specificity are key factors in the design of actions that are often neglected: 
 

 Sustainable social and environmental development requires a much longer planning and action 
framework (for one thing, progress will not be linear) and feedback loops, which may have different 
time scales. In addition, intergenerational solidarity and knowledge transfer play a key role. 

 Local specificity is particularly important in both the societal (gender, ethnicity, social classes, 
political systems, economic character) and environmental context (biodiversity, [micro]climate, 
natural resources, ecological cycles). 

 
Impacts 
 
Education and knowledge creation, so the authors of this paper believe, will create the greatest impact 
(and should therefore be better reflected in the statistical indicators). They can be expected to have a long-
run developmental multiplier effect, mitigating and even removing many of the problems mentioned. 
These impacts include the desirable As, Es and Is of sustainable development, the most evident of which 
are listed in Table 3 below. There are many links between them, also across the three categories shown. 
The limited scope of this paper precludes a full discussion of these, but some examples can be given: 
 

- Advances in health care help people to remain employed; 
- The empowerment of women and minorities will boost enterprise creation; 
- Higher incomes of the better educated will increase social inclusion; 
- Awareness of ecosystems logic will boost green entrepreneurship. 

 



 
Table 3. Impacts of education for sustainability  

SOCIAL AND INSTITUTIONAL 

IMPACTS 

ECONOMIC IMPACTS RESOURCE (NATURAL AND MAN-
MADE) IMPACTS 

 

- Accountability 
- Advances in health  care 

 
- Elimination of poverty 
- Empowerment of 

women and minorities 
- Ethics 

 
- Inclusion 
- Innovation (social and 

institutional) 
 

 
- Employment 
- Entrepreneurship 

 
- Income  
- Innovation (technical 

and economic) 

  

 
- Access to resources 

(natural and man-made) 
- Awareness of 

ecosystems logic 
 

- Efficient resource use 
- Employment 
- Entrepreneurship 

 
- Innovation (technical 

and benefiting the 
environment) 
 

 
It is important to note that education needs to follow appropriate guidelines to avoid counterproductive 
effects. First of all, the principles of sustainable development need to be observed in the design of the 
curricula. Furthermore, time and place specificity need to be heeded, otherwise serious disequilibria can be 
the result. An excessive number of highly qualified people (e.g. resulting from education without 
consideration of the employment opportunities in the country at the time) can lead to unemployment, 
emigration and social unrest. 
 

Caveats for target formulation 
 
‘Poverty’ has been measured so far (as in the case of the MDGs) in absolute terms. As the SDGs are meant 
to be globally valid, targets have to be set in relative terms (e.g. ‘a person is poor if he/she earns less than 
60% of a nation’s median income’). To measure progress, GDP alone is not adequate. An indicator for 
‘social wealth’ should be developed which not only reflects the ‘state’ in addition to the ‘flow’ (as GDP 
does), but also includes additional essential components of wellbeing. Research is needed to develop such 
statistical indicators. This is particularly important for new development goals that were not among the 
MDGs and for which indicators based on available, sound statistical information exist only in part.  
 
 
 
 


