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Abstract
The policy processes and institutional system through
which nations and humanity create their future pathway
of development have not changed sufficiently to reverse
the degradation of the ecological systems upon which we
depend, or to alleviate the poverty and insecurity that
afflict hundreds of millions of people. Too little rigorous
attention has been paid to policy and institutional reform.
People have continued to redefine the idea of sustainable
development, or have focused only on selected sectors
and issues. The ambitious opportunity of sustainable
development – a long term, social and policy goal cutting
across sectors, portfolios and jurisdictions – has not been
seized. Against claims that sustainable development is
too vague, too hard or contradictory, it is proposed here
that existing principles of sustainable development,
widely stated in policy and law, can be translated into
achievable policy and institutional reforms that can
change the way in which decisions are made. This paper
considers some of the major challenges facing humanity
– poverty, biodiversity, climate change, the need for policy
integration, and decoupling environmental degradation
from material and energy throughput. It identifies
4

IMPLEMENTING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: LONG TERM POLICY AND INSTITUTIONAL CHALLENGES

reforms that can turn our policies and institutions from
too often being barriers to sustainable development, to
enabling sustainable development. These reforms include
cross-sectoral processes such as strategic environmental
assessment, improved codification of sustainable
development principles in statute law, making the
Precautionary Principle operational in decision making,
improved policy instrument choice, and improved
processes of deliberation in policy making. Importantly,
such reforms are achievable within normal parameters
of law, politics and governance, and most have a working
example somewhere already. It is certain that the
imperative of sustainable development will strengthen
over time, as nations and communities confront the new
competition for efficiency in a full, carbon-constrained
world. That will demand policy innovation and learning,
which in turn will require open and critical policy debate,
and people with advanced understanding of public policy
and sustainable development. Our universities have a
crucial role to play in fulfilling those two requirements.

5
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1.

Resurrecting Sustainable Development

Sustainable development has been described as ‘the universally
agreed goal of human progress’.1 While that may sound too grand
a statement, consideration of the goals and principles in the 1992
Rio Declaration invites the conclusion that, if we implemented
those principles vigorously, we would be demonstrating a serious
commitment to not only protecting the environment on which
we depend, but also the development prospects and dignity of
current and future generations.2 Sustainable development is an
immensely broad, integrated concept and a long term one, and
therein lie both its strength and weakness.
The strength lies in the instruction to deal with
environment and development together rather than
separately, and to understand and attend the complexity and
interdependence of the natural systems which we depend upon
and the human systems we create. It is the most ambitious and
all-encompassing policy agenda humanity has ever created. And
that is its weakness, attracting three criticisms. First, many find
sustainable development not integrative, but rather too broad and
vague. They feel that something which cannot be precisely defined
cannot be pursued. Second, some have referred to sustainable
development as an oxymoron, viewing ‘development’ as the
opposite to ‘sustainable’. Or they see too many contradictions and
contested values in the concept. Third, many also are impatient
with the idea of sustainable development: like children in the
back seat of the car on a long trip, they complain ‘are we there
yet?’ I will attend three criticisms over the course of this paper.

6
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Related to these criticisms, sustainable development
over the past two decades has faced some understandable and
less understandable barriers to it being properly understood.
Two I will mention, and the third is the subject of this paper.
One is its ambitious and long term nature, and the inescapable
fact that is an immensely difficult challenge – sustainable
development means revising our patterns of production and
consumption, settlement and governance. It requires people
to behave differently, as individuals and collectively through
human institutions. That difficulty confronts people in terms of
understanding and responding to a big, complex task, and in
terms of apparent conflicts with near-term self interest.
The second barrier combines intellectual laziness and
defensiveness. There are some, in both academia and policy
circles, who resist understanding and attending sustainable
development because it is either too hard for them, or it threatens
the territory of their own claim to knowledge and power.
Sustainable development demands integration in research,
education and policy – inherent in the challenge is an admission
that silos of knowledge and power are a major part of the problem.
No one rationality or knowledge system can be privileged overall
in informing sustainable development policy, whether natural
science, social science, professional, indigenous or communitybased.3 Sustainable development not only challenges the power
of knowledge, but the status quo of economic and political power
too, being in opposition to inequality in human development
standards and in equity of opportunity.
The third barrier, the one I will focus on in this paper,
responds to a key statement in the seminal report on sustainable
7
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development, Our Common Future:
The real world of interlocked economic and
ecological systems will not change; the policies and
institutions concerned must.4 (emphasis added)
Many have failed to interpret sustainable development
as an agenda of policy and institutional change, or if they do
they have broken the challenge down into policy sectors and only
attended selected ones – a disintegrated approach to an integrated
problem. Many have continued to problematise the concept,
seeking a definitive interpretation and set of measurements
and targets. That is a necessary discussion, but can stall
forward movement amidst endless argument and calculations.
Sustainable development is not a precise destination but a
process or direction, and while we might profitably argue over
what sustainability means as a (likely unachievable) end state
or as a system property, in the meantime we should interpret
sustainable development as a policy and institutional agenda
through which societies can progress toward that goal, closer
rather than further from the distant destination.
In the closely related area of disaster and emergency
management it is also the case that, notwithstanding advances
in emergency response and recovery capacities, there has been
a similar lack of attention paid to the policy and institutional
system within which disaster management takes place.5
Human societies reconcile differences and move
toward common goals through human institutions and public
policy processes, and it is only through these that sustainable
8
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development can be progressed. For many commentators on
sustainable development, especially from the natural sciences,
this requires excursions into territory that is at once foreign to
them, and that they find rather boring – the world of institutions,
policy processes, organizational design, statute law, policy
instruments and policy interventions. So be warned, after
dealing with some history and broader conceptual issues, it is
into that boring world of plans, policy processes and institutional
arrangements that this paper will lead you. Consider the warning
of Richard White from his work on the history of the Columbia
River:6
Planning is an exercise of power, and in a modern
state much real power is suffused with boredom.
The agents of planning are usually boring; the
planning process is boring; the implementation of
plans is always boring. In a democracy boredom
works for bureaucracies and corporations as smell
works for a skunk. It keeps danger away. Power
does not have to be exercised behind the scenes. It
can be open. The audience is asleep. The modern
world is forged amidst our inattention.
Humanity and the world it inhabits are on an
unsustainable path in large part because our policy processes
and institutional systems were and are unsuitable to pursuing
sustainable development. There is no more important a task than
to dissect, analyse and reform our (boring) plans and policies.
If not, then we cannot pursue sustainable development: accept
that and the world of policy and institutions becomes not boring,
but urgent and engaging.
9
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This paper discusses the challenges that sustainable
development presents societies and governments in terms
of policy and institutional change to pursue sustainable
development. It is organized into four parts. The first next
section explores the nature of sustainability and sustainable
development, to remind us of where the concept came from,
and why it emerged. The paper then attempts the probably
inadvisable, a prioritization of issues within the broad suite
encompassed within sustainable development. I am sure to
offend some whose favourite issue is not included, but believe it
important to prompt discussion around which issues and sectors
will be most crucial over the next decade or two. Following that,
the paper proposes that it is at the more fundamental level of
institutions that the largest challenge exists, briefly discusses
the nature of institutions and of institutional change, and then
proposes some of the kinds of policy and institutional reforms
that would comprise a ‘credible commitment’ to sustainable
development on the part of a given government and society.
At the end, I will make some observations on my own country,
Australia, and on Malaysia, with close knowledge of the former
but only passing familiarity with the latter.
I will defend the idea of sustainable development as
the only available framework within which to comprehend
and respond to the big challenges that face humanity, and
advance some proposals for implementing the idea. But at the
outset I must emphasise the severe implementation deficit
over the past two decades. Very few countries have shown a
serious commitment to incorporating principles of sustainable
development in the processes of decision making, and most
indicators of unsustainability are heading firmly in the wrong
10

IMPLEMENTING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: LONG TERM POLICY AND INSTITUTIONAL CHALLENGES

direction. A decade ago, Tan Sri Razali Ismail stated that:
…either we pay now or pay more later. As we have
seen in the five years after Rio, the cost of failing
to advance human security and sustainability is
already escalating.7
The costs of inaction are still escalating seventeen years
on from Rio, and will be borne by the young, the as yet unborn,
and the natural world. The magnitude and urgency of the task
should not be underestimated. Consider three tasks only, each
of which is justified on the basis of empirical science and moral
imperative: (i) at least halving the world’s carbon emissions in a
few decades while the global population and economy continue
to grow; (ii) avoiding the most catastrophic extinction spasm in
the history of the planet, again with only a decade or two to
act; and (iii) lifting hundreds of millions of people out of abject
poverty, the only acceptable time scale for which is as soon as
possible. The scale of challenges like these is a barrier too, as
it can overwhelm and disempower people. The only antidote to
that offered here is to describe ways in which the policy and
institutional system – one of the very causes of the problem
– can be reformed to enable rather than hinder sustainable
development.

2.

The Nature Of Sustainable Development

For most people, sustainable development was first articulated
in 1987 by the United Nations Commission on Environment
and Development (WCED) in its seminal report Our Common
11
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Future, and accepted as a policy agenda by most nations at the
UN Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in
1992.8 While there are those frustrated with the glacial pace of
furthering this agenda since then – ‘are we there yet?’ – the idea
of sustainability has a deeper history which it is important to
note before exploring the nature of the contemporary challenge.
Understanding modern environmental and human dilemmas is
difficult without understanding their history.9
The deeper roots of sustainable development
Concern over the long-run sustainability of human societies has
emerged over many centuries.10 Many traditional societies have
strong themes in law, myth and practice around the balance
between humans and the natural world, evidenced in Australia
by a continued human existence without great environmental
damage for (at least) fifty thousand years. Plato wrote on
the erosion of natural capital that fed empire and expansion.
Classical economists cautioned that humanity’s endowment of
natural resources could be drawn down too swiftly by human
demands, the Physiocrats sought to direct economic thought to
consider energy and physical reality, and through the 19th and
20th centuries many concerns were voiced over growth and the
management of renewable resources. Over time, many warnings
and prescriptions focused on the linkages between violence and
inequity, the integrity of natural systems, human consumption,
and the long-run sustainability of human society.
However, such warnings notwithstanding, human
thought and activity have been dominated by nearer term
imperatives of growth, acquisition, power and conquest. Many
12
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gains aside, such as in health and education in some parts of the
world – such as here in Malaysia – human development has too
often progressed in a manner neither ecologically sustainable
nor, in too many ways, humanly desirable. There was no coherent
articulation of an integrated agenda of ecologically sustainable
human development.
In more recent decades, intellectual and policy concern
over long-run sustainability has intensified, and waxed and
waned in shorter cycles. While pressures on the environment
and the occurrence of human degradation have hastened, so too
has realization of these problems. I will date the modern idea of
sustainability from Kenneth Boulding’s classic ‘Spaceship Earth’
essay of 1966, where the link between environment and economy
was made and the global nature of the problem recognised.11
From then, it took two decades for a coherent statement of the
contemporary idea of sustainable development to appear in 1987
in Our Common Future, and another five years for this to be
translated into a policy agenda at UNCED in Rio.
In historical perspective, a few decades is a short time,
although it might seem an eternity in modern political and
economic terms. As I will suggest later, institutional and ecological
time are difficult for we in the modern world to comprehend.
Reflecting on the management of complex natural systems, Kai
Lee commented how one needs to accept that one’s professional
life is dwarfed by the time scales of the challenge.12
That quarter-century up to 1992 saw a remarkable
shift in human comprehension of its place in the world, and
a remarkable accumulation of understanding. We saw the
13
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Earth’s fragility and loneliness from space, realized the extent
of environmental pollution, were confronted with famine and
violence, and reflected on the destructive power of technology in
the form of nuclear weapons. Via new technologies, these things
entered living rooms and everyday discussion. Thinkers such
as Mishan and Georgescu-Roegen posed profound questions
for modern economic thought, the first global meeting on the
environment in Stockholm in 1972 focused political attention, as
did the misunderstood study Limits to Growth, and the landmark
but largely ineffective World Conservation Strategy appeared in
1980.13 We began to understand that ‘environmental issues’ could
not attended to as before – a clean-up, end-of-pipe activity in
the wake of more important things – and that the whole human
enterprise might have some deep, systemic issues.
The policy agenda of sustainable development
Yet the links had yet to be clearly made between environment,
human development and peace. While the World Commission on
Environment and Development articulated these connections,
it did so as a culmination of previous thought, evidence and
work. We should acknowledge a remarkable series of three
United Nations processes and reports – the Palme Report on
disarmament and security, the Brandt Report on development
and the Brundtland Report on environment.14 One can easily
be frustrated with the UN, but imagine the world without a
mechanism to call attention to big global challenges.
A key political and intellectual decision of the 20th century
was that of the third commission to incorporate and continue the
previous commissions’ work on development and security, rather
14
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than to define environment narrowly. As its chair Gro Harlem
Brundtland said in the foreword of Our Common Future:
When the terms of reference of our Commission
were originally being discussed in 1982, there were
those who wanted its considerations to be limited
to “environmental issues” only. This would have
been a grave mistake.
This decision was communicated in the core definition of
sustainable development from Our Common Future, provided
here in a more complete form than the usual, one sentence
abbreviation:
Sustainable
development
is
development
which meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs. It contains within it two
key concepts:
- the concept of ‘needs’, in particular the essential
needs of the world’s poor, to which overriding
priority should be given; and
- the idea of limitations imposed by the state
of technology and social organization on the
environment’s ability to meet present and future
needs.
Even the narrow notion of physical sustainability
implies a concern for social equity between
generations, a concern that must logically be
extended to equity within each generation.
15
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That is, environment and human development must
be considered together, poverty is not sustainable, and nor is
violence.15 To emphasise the focus of this paper, recall the WCED
quote I have already given:
The real world of interlocked economic and
ecological systems will not change; the policies
and institutions concerned must.
Our Common Future was the script for the Rio Earth
Summit – UNCED in 1992 – the largest ever gathering of nations
to date, and the mechanism through which the policy agenda
of sustainable development was formalized. Despite much
disappointment since, this was a monumental achievement and
one that maintained the links across the issues considered by
Palme, Brandt and Brundtland:
Peace, development and environmental protection
are independent and indivisible (Principle 25, Rio
Declaration on Environment and Development
1992).
The Rio Declaration was not the only outcome of UNCED,
which also produced the Convention of Biological Diversity and
the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change. Together,
these form a powerful vision.
Never before had humanity put together such a vision for
its future – integrated, long-term, and very ambitious. The mood
at the time was both serious and exhilarating, but ten years on,
at the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002, it was
16
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depressingly sombre. Despite some advances here and there the
prognosis was gloomy. The global environment was still being
used unsustainably, inequality rampant, violence continuing.
The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment and Millennium
Development Goals underpinned the urgency, and the greatest
ever scientific collaboration in history, the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change, was telling startling stories of global
change. Disturbingly, we were told that not merely some species
were under threat, but the evolutionary potential of the biological
world and the fundamental ecological cycles upon which we all
depend. We live in a full world – Spaceship Earth – and the
room for maneuver is becoming less and less. In the last few
years, we have been informed that, however inconvenient in the
near term, the costs of inaction will exceed the costs of action in
the longer term.16
This short history of the sustainable development
idea can be summarized as a move from environment as
ignored or a marginal luxury, through more serious attempts
at environmental protection, to the realization that we must
integrate environment, development and security, over the long
term. That is, a different pathway of human development is
needed. That is a huge challenge, and our failure to date invites
us to revisit the promise of the sustainable development and
consider why it has not been advanced sufficiently.
Recall the three criticisms of sustainability, its three
weaknesses. One was that it is too long a journey. So, how long
should an evident transition to a more sustainable form
of human development be expected to take, in answer to the
complaint ‘are we there yet?’ Sustainable development is a
17
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generational or more scale task of reshaping human understanding
and institutions, like other such higher-order social goals – the
rule of law, equity, democracy, and human rights. These have
been around much longer than sustainable development, and
are still works in progress. In 2008 we celebrated the 50th
anniversary of the UN Declaration on Human Rights, and many
simultaneously mourned the lack of progress. But I have not
seen many suggest that the higher-order, long-term social and
political goal of human rights should be abandoned in a fit of
impatience.
Thus it is with sustainable development: a generational
task, a long journey. Global society is now considering, reasonably
seriously, the long-term evolutionary potential of life on earth,
in response to the current (and rising) mass wave of extinctions.
Even more seriously, we are discussing the composition of the
atmosphere in 2050 and 2100, and debating policy choices in
that light. For humanity, that is a very significant shift, because
those are long journeys, forcing discussion of the implications
of our current development policies not with the next election
in mind or over a five year plan, but over decades and even
centuries.
Such shifts in understanding take time, and it takes
even longer for these to be manifested in real changes to human
institutions. Both our patterns of understanding – ‘knowledge
systems’ – and our human institutions are durable and resilient.
That is a good thing: if they were not, we would flip from idea
to idea and society would be chaotic as we changed rules and
practices at whim. On the downside, it means that we may not
change quickly enough in changed circumstances, and that is
18
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precisely the case with sustainable development. As well, the
tangible manifestations of our policy decisions, reflecting our
understanding and institutions, take time to change. A prime
example is the path dependency of our cities and their systems
of infrastructure, transport, water supply, waste disposal and so
on. These are historically defined, long-lived, and slow to change.
A very few percent of buildings in a modern city are turned over
each year, and thus it takes many decades to revise a city for
greater energy efficiency. Overuse of natural resources such as
irrigation water or forests are associated with resource dependent
communities, and while we may shut them down immediately
in the name of resource sustainability, the social and cultural
costs of such an action may counsel a more measured strategy.
Of course sustainable development is a long term task.
Another of the criticisms of sustainable development is
that the terms sustainable and development cannot co-exist,
that it is an oxymoron, or that the idea is full of tensions. This
depends on one’s definition of ‘development’, a vexed issue ever
since Limits to Growth in 1972, a book which most critics evidently
only read the first few pages. If we equate growth with physical
and energy throughput, then there is a problem. But if growth
or development is an improvement in the human condition
– call that happiness, human development or the economist’s
catch-all term ‘utility’ – then this may be attained with more or
less physical throughput, through improved health, education,
safety, and so on.
Economic growth is an increase in the sum of financial
transactions in society, which may or may not reflect high energy
and materials use or waste production.17 That was the most alluring
19

IMPLEMENTING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: LONG TERM POLICY AND INSTITUTIONAL CHALLENGES

of the promises of Our Common Future and a clever political move
– the WCED had learned from the harsh reception given to Limits
to Growth – that we could have economic growth and thus human
development and poverty alleviation, but with reduced physical
throughput and less environmental degradation: the promise
of ‘decoupling’. In developed countries, that promises continued
high levels of human well-being with less environmental impact,
and in developing countries the attainment of such standards
of living without the massive drawdown of natural capital that
has underpinned industrialization in the North. That alluring
prospect may or may not be achievable, but finding out how far
decoupling can take us is an urgent task. Efficiency gains in
recent years have merely slowed the rate of growth in resource
consumption, waste production and environmental degradation.
If it cannot be enough, then other pathways will be needed,
especially a redefinition of human development and well-being
as measured by material consumption and possessions. Perhaps
that is a path of human development that should be pursued
anyway. The most reliable correlate of relative environmental
impact at per capita, household or economy scale is income: the
rich consume more and produce more wastes.
The traditional and current path of unsustainable
development clearly cannot continue without huge costs.
Whatever the course chosen, seriously pursuing sustainable
development will demand a rethinking of the theory, discourse
and practice of ‘development’, and this will in turn require a
fundamental shift in thinking, and in the political economy of
innovation, technology, finance and trade. Part of understanding
sustainable development is to explore the pervasive roots of
mainstream understandings of development.18
20
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The criticism that sustainable development contains
tensions is perfectly true.19 Other higher-order social goals do as
well, for example the tension between rights and responsibilities
in a democracy. How does one integrate, balance or trade-off
the social, environmental and economic, or short term poverty
alleviation with long-term ecological impacts? These are difficult
tasks, but necessary, and better to address them within a
framework that makes that task clear. The alternative is to hold
these separate, a disintegrated approach that is precisely how
human society caused sustainability problems in the first place.
The third criticism is that sustainable development is
too vague, and that we do not know how to implement it. Dare
I propose that those who claim this (i) do not understand how
higher-order social goals translate through institutions and
policy process and manifest as policy interventions and changed
behaviours, and/or (ii) have not read the Rio Declaration.
Of course it is vague, or at least broad, but beneath the brief
conceptual definition, there are more useful principles and these
will be discussed shortly. On the first of these, do we equip our
graduates to translate general goals into policy reality? Consider
a sobering example. A survey of the content of environmentrelated degree programs in Australia was matched to a survey
of a diverse group on what should be in a ‘liberal education’ for
sustainability – what is compared to what should be.20 The largest
gap, the most unattended need, was policy. Most graduates’ later
professional lives will demand policy literacy, and it is not being
provided. Anecdotal evidence suggests that such an analysis in
other countries would show a similar problem. Apart from the
importance of public policy in making operational the social goal
of sustainable development, the use of a policy orientation as an
21
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organizing theme in integrative research is little realized.21
However, in response to the three criticisms of sustainable
development, perhaps the best response is to ask: if the issues
are serious, and a massive body of evidence says they are, then
what is the alternative framework within which to organize our
thoughts and actions?
Principles of sustainable development
We need to recognize that sustainable development is not
simply a vague, higher-order concept, but is underpinned by
well-described and thought-out set of guiding principles, and
a substantial theoretical and practical literature on necessary
actions. Although the pursuit of sustainable development is
indeed a long-term project, the nations of the world have agreed,
in 1992 and in many documents thereafter, to implement the idea
through principles which are meant to guide decision making.
That they have not done so to any significant effect over the past
twenty years may be disappointing, but it does not detract from
the power and potential of the principles. The full set is iterated
in the 1992 Rio Declaration, and the following extracts from that
and other sources a summary set relevant to policy:22
•

22

Overall objective: a pattern of economic and human
development that does not damage the opportunities
for future generations to use natural resources and
enjoy a healthy environment, while allowing for
human development goals, especially for the world’s
poor, to be met in the near term.
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•

Major, new social and policy goals:
- the importance of biodiversity and ecological life
support systems;
- the need to treat environment and development
in an integrated way rather than as separate,
competing considerations.

•

Guiding principles for policy and decision making,
including:
1. Factoring in both short and long term
considerations.
2. Integrating environmental, social and economic
concerns in policy making (the policy integration
principle).
3. Taking precautionary measures in the face of
possible serious environmental degradation (the
Precautionary Principle).
4. Considering global implications of domestic policy
directions.
5. Utilizing innovative, new policy approaches, such
as participation, institutional change and market
mechanisms.
6. Involving communities in decisions and actions
that affect them.

Guiding principles 1-6 are the more operational level,
and while still general they indicate the kind of policy directions
that have agreed to be needed. For now, we can simply note that,
apart from the Rio Declaration, these and similar principles are
expressed or referred to in many other international agreements,
literally hundreds of national policies and some cases statute
23
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law, and thousands of policy statements by sub-national
governments, private sector organizations and non-government
groups. In Australia, as principles of ecologically sustainable
development or ESD, they are expressed in over 120 pieces of
statute law.23 One, the Precautionary Principle, has attracted
significant attention and is developing as a legal doctrine with
an evolving body of jurisprudence.24
While we can and indeed must continue to debate what
the end state of a sustainable society and economy might be,
we can move forward with a different definition of sustainable
development. That definition is these principles – the things that
we have said we should do to embark seriously and with purpose
on the journey, closer to the destination, without needing to know
precisely where that is. Certainly, as we gain knowledge and
circumstances will change, that destination will change also, but
at least we will be making credible progress toward it.
The most well-founded criticism of sustainable
development is the lack of progress since 1992. I believe an underattended and fruitful way of addressing that is to focus on these
principles, and the clear deficit in implementing these principles
into policy processes and institutional arrangements. Later,
I will discuss the need to make these principles operational,
and identify a lack of such guidance and capacity in the policy
community as a crucially important issue. The issue we face with
these commitments is not a lack of direction to take, but a lack
of implementation. Sustainable development principles are like
the New Year resolutions we all make – easy to commit to, hard
to keep. The Rio Declaration and related agreements are not
alone: most international treaties are like New Year resolutions
24
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in that sense. The lack of implementation is often put down to
a lack of political will, and to the countervailing attraction of
economic gains in the near term. That is, I propose, only part of
the story, the other part being a lack of understanding of options
for embedding these principles, and thus the goal of sustainable
development, into policy processes and the institutional system
through which societies make decisions. I will return to that
soon, but now will identify a selected set of issues and policy
challenges that will or at least should dominate agendas over
coming years.

3.

The Crucial Issues

The agenda of sustainable development is frighteningly large,
and any attempt to select a few crucial issues will doubtless
disappoint those whose principal concern is not included.
Before venturing into my own prioritization, we can note a full
description of the agenda, as the constituent issues of sustainable
development.25
I. Issues of resource depletion and degradation:
- loss of biological and genetic diversity, in wild
species and ecosystems, and in domesticated
species
- land resources, especially soils
- water resource allocation and management
(quantity)
- forests and timber resources
- energy resources, supply and consumption
- mineral resources
25
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-

scenic and cultural amenity
built and cultural heritage.

II. Issues of pollution and wastes:
- atmospheric pollution (indoor and outdoor)
- marine pollution
- soil pollution
- pollution of inland waters.
III.Issues of fundamental ecological life support
services:
- ecosystem integrity and evolutionary potential
- nutrient cycles
- climate change and associated effects.
IV. Issues of society and the human condition:
- population growth
- economic development and poverty
- food security and hunger
- provision of shelter
- public health and disease prevention
- rapid urbanization
- vulnerability to disasters
- human rights and environmental justice
- lack of skills, education and empowerment
- debt and trade inequities
- security and peace.
This is a large and complex agenda indeed. The emergence
of the idea of sustainable development, and the policy agenda
that was developed to address it, involved sets of issues I and
26

IMPLEMENTING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: LONG TERM POLICY AND INSTITUTIONAL CHALLENGES

II, complicated by the fundamental and alarming set of issues
regarding the underlying integrity of natural systems in III,
plus the problematic considerations of set IV. And we are
meant to address these in an integrated fashion, with an eye
to the long-term. Harrison’s statement in 1992 that sustainable
development is the universally agreed goal of human progress is
not so grand after all.
Contemplating such a large agenda of pressing issues,
one can become overwhelmed, but the breadth of the agenda
reflects the fundamental realization that these issues cannot
be separated if we are to have effective responses. Inequities in
global trade affect poverty which drives unsustainable practices
at local levels. Poor education in least developed countries
retards human development and makes adoption of more
efficient agricultural and industrial practices more difficult. The
cumulative impacts of resource extraction affect biodiversity
and loss of biodiversity reduces the capacity of ecosystems to
recycle nutrients, ameliorate climate and provide future genetic
resources for development. Poorly managed urban growth
disadvantages the poor, degrades coastal ecosystems and forces
reliance on private vehicles, increasing carbon emissions. And
so on. Homo sapiens has become the major influence on the
planetary system – the new geological era that has been termed
the Anthropocene – we must manage the planet, our economies
and societies, and local ecosystems, as an interrelated system.26
Amidst this array of interrelated issues, it is inadvisable
to prioritise but I will, on the basis of a single selection criterion.
That criterion is the systemic importance of some issues: that is,
the magnitude of a particular issue in space and time, and the
27
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potential for system-wide impacts of addressing it. The following
priority list comprises three substantive (or constituent) issues
from the list above, and three policy and institutional challenges
that relate to sustainable development principles:
Substantive issues:
• Poverty, to which in the words of Our Common
Future, ‘overriding priority should be given’. Poverty
is socially damaging, increases vulnerability to
hazards and disasters, economically it is irrational,
it degrades humans and their environments, and
it is grotesque morally. While great advances have
been made in some parts of the world, such as in
Malaysia over recent decades, poverty persists to an
unacceptable degree. What is encouraging is that our
understanding of the causes and effects of poverty
have become more sophisticated, as development
thinking has broadened from the purely economic
toward an understanding of social and environmental
dimensions.27
•

28

Biodiversity. The loss of ecosystems, species and
genetic resources is a human caused change of a scale
that the planet has not seen for millions of years.28
The damage to human development prospects,
human enjoyment of the world, and to the integrity
of nature is immeasurable. It is also the classic death
by a thousand cuts, with countless thousands of small
actions around the planet each day adding up to a
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•

rising mass extinction wave, a wastage of the common
heritage of humanity that appears on current evidence
to be quickening rather than slowing.
Climate change and energy. While not wishing to
engage in the climate fixation and meteorological
determinism that is causing some researchers and
policy makers to ignore everything else, climate
change is nonetheless the sustainability issue par
excellence, in scale, complexity, the magnitude of
impacts, and the systemic nature of its causes rooted
deep in patterns of production and consumptive,
settlement and governance. The key cause is current
patterns of energy use based on fossil fuels. Energy is
the currency of the biosphere, and is fundamental to
the functioning of modern economies and societies.29
Attend energy supply and consumption, and much
else is attended to, at least in part, including air
pollution and urban congestion.

There are other, big issues, such as managing the
urbanization of the planet, or slowing the death of fisheries that
should be renewable but are being mined. Yet these three I would
suggest top the list in terms of magnitude and urgency. I will
not revisit these issues, due to space and to a lack of expertise
(especially regarding poverty alleviation, which is not my area),
but also because the topic here is how to address the full suite of
issues through policy and institutional strategies. So, amidst an
array of challenges, my top three follow.

29
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Policy and institutional challenges:
• Policy integration. The core of sustainable
development is the integration of social, environment
and economic considerations in policy and decision
making. It is undeniable that, for the most part,
modern societies favour the economic, believing that
this will produce social benefits (although modern
economic policy creates many social disbenefits), with
some clean-up of the environmental aftermath. We
have yet to develop ways in which to incorporate the
three pillars of sustainable development in a truly
equal and integrated fashion in policy processes
and institutional arrangements. In research and
practice, this is usually discussed under the term
Environmental Policy Integration, an endeavour to
lift the profile of environmental considerations in
policy.30
•

30

Decision making in the face of uncertainty. One of the
dilemmas of sustainable development is that society
faces significant potential costs – to lives, economies
and ecosystems – in the future, but the timing and
magnitude of these impacts are uncertain. These
uncertain impacts are being weighed against more
certain, near term gains. Climate change is the
classic example. We do not have widely accepted ways
in which to formulate decisions under conditions
of pervasive uncertainty, and indeed have highly
diverse ways of understanding and responding to
uncertainty across different disciplines and domains
of professional practice.31 This is particular difficult
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when the scope of possible future conditions cannot
be described quantitatively, reflected in probabilistic
terms, or extrapolated on the basis of available
indicators.
•

Decoupling
development
from
environmental
degradation. This is the central, beguiling promise
of Our Common Future: that the human condition
can improve, through economic and other forms of
growth, but with a reduced impact on the ecosystems
that support us. It requires efficiency in the use of
resources and energy, not the improvements at the
margins achieved thus far, but massive advances.
Some encouraging signs of +30% efficiency gains
are evident,32 and striving for much more will define
economic competitiveness over coming decades.

There are other challenges, such as the use of statute law
to embed sustainable development principles in the processes
of public policy, or developing the policy and technical skills
that sustainable development demands. Yet, as with the three
substantive issues above, advance on these would head us firmly
in the right direction.
Over the past two decades, there has progress on these
issues and challenges, and on others, but it has been at the
margins. That judgment is not my own but is that of major
investigations such as the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment,
and is the formal view reached at the World Summit on
Sustainable Development in 2002.33 We have slowed some forms
of degradation of the planet a little, and have put in place some
31
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responses but not sufficient to change the trajectory. On most
indicators, however, the situation is worsening. That raises the
question of more pervasive and systemic policy and institutional
change, which in turn invites some reflection on the nature of
institutional change.

4.

The Nature Of Institutional Change

‘Institution’ is a commonly used term in sustainable
development debates, and institutional change often called
for. The processes through which policies are formulated,
implemented, evaluated and learned from take place within the
constraints and opportunities created by the system of formal
and informal institutions of a society.34 It is only through suitable
human institutions that goals and aspirations are translated to
achievements in the world, or differences reconciled in an orderly
manner. Unsuitable institutions will make achievement of goal
difficult or impossible. We can define institutions as follows:
Institutions
are
persistent,
predictable
arrangements, rules, norms, laws, processes or
customs serving to structure and coordinate the
political, social, cultural or economic transactions
and relationships between individuals and groups
in a society. They may be formal (legal doctrines,
rules of parliamentary function) or informal (social
norms such as Adat in Malay society). Although
persistent, institutions evolve constantly. The
role of institutions is to render transactions and
relationships more predictable, thus reducing
32
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uncertainty in the way in which members of
society interact, whether in resolving difference
or working toward mutual goals. Institutions
are embedded in complex, interactive systems
of many institutions, organizations and actors,
and in understanding social and policy change
this interdependency must be taken into account.
The term institutional system acknowledges this
complexity.
Institutions are different from organizations. Although
the distinction may be blurred, organizations are manifestations
of underlying institutions – for example a regulatory organization
that may be merged or renamed but which still reflects
constitutionally defined rules and allocation of powers. Or, the
policy and organizational settings for resource allocation may
shift every few years, but the underlying property rights (for
example, state or private) will not. Organisations change quite
often, institutions far less often except in times of upheaval
and redefinition of the rules of the game. Institutions and more
ephemeral organizations respond to pressures in various ways,
adopting different strategies of resilience. Some resist change,
some adapt to external pressure by marginal change, some
change and adapt quickly.35 No single strategy is always correct,
as resistance to change can result in locked-in patterns of
behaviour and eventual break down of the institutional system,
change only at the margins can create a veneer of adaptation
when more is actually needed, and too rapid or unthinking
change can equal maladaption.
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Institutions are durable and influential for a very good
reason: they have stood the test of time and produced manageable
transactions to the satisfaction of at least a significant number
of actors (perhaps a minority of powerful actors).Yet it is an
unfortunate and undeniable reality that, through our institutions,
we are ‘prisoners of history’. Institutions almost always reflect
the understanding and imperatives of the past, not those of the
present or future. That is inevitable and understandable, but by
definition problematic for an emerging policy challenge such as
sustainable development. Some institutions may be adaptable to
emerging needs, other will not be.
This raises a serious issue for sustainable development –
the ‘paradox of institutional fit’. The characteristics of successful
institutions have been identified and include public support,
flexibility and revisability.36 Another characteristic is goodness of
fit in the operating environment, suggesting that proposals should
not be too radical if they are to be adopted and maintain support.
Yet for sustainable development, the operating environment of
institutions is, prima facie, likely to be unsuitable because it
reflects a past understanding when sustainability was not much
considered, so that institutional changes that ‘fit’ may produce
little in the way of promoting sustainable development.
This suggests the need for careful thought over what
policy and institutional reforms are likely to gain sufficient
support while having an appreciable impact across the policy
system, and when and how often opportunities for reform might
arise. We can think of the policy and institutional system as
comprising a number of levels, in descending order of their
influence, pervasiveness and rates of change:37
34
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•
•
•

•
•

•

Institutions: underlying rules, customs and patterns
of behaviour.
Organisations:
manifestations
of
institutions
(agencies, firms, departments).
Policy processes: social systems through which policies
are formulated, involving policy communities and
more exclusive policy networks. Also termed policy
cycles.
Policies: statements of problem recognition and of
intended action.
Management: on-ground or practical actions in
accordance (for the most part) with higher level
policy.
Policy instruments: specific measures used
to implement policies, such as regulations,
education campaigns, taxes, property rights, etc.
Policy instruments are the sharp end of policy
interventions.

This is a simple hierarchy, but it indicates that
institutional change will be harder to achieve but will have
pervasive or systemic impact. Changes to policy processes are
harder that changing a policy instrument, but will impact on the
way in which all policies are formulated, again a more pervasive
impact. For that reason, my interest is in policy process and
institutional change that might have impact across sectors,
issues and specific policies.
Opportunities for policy and institutional change are
numerous and diverse.38 Some are more predictable and regular,
such as changes of government, annual budget cycles, mandated
35
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policy reviews, and so on. Others are less predictable, such
as climatic events, disasters, unexpected changes in political
leadership, economic crashes and the like. It may be that when
unpredictable ‘policy windows’ open, there will be a rush to find
an answer. In such cases, it is to be hoped that researchers and
policy officials will have well considered proposals at least partly
developed, even if they previously may have seen no likelihood
of uptake. The alternative is for poorly construed proposals to be
adopted.
Two more important points need to be made here. First,
somewhere in the hierarchy above, there will be a responsible
authority, with the legal and political legitimacy to make a
particular decision. That may be Cabinet, a minister, a delegated
senior official, an inclusive board of management, a court, or
a combination of these. In a complex policy domain such as
sustainable development, with an expanded policy community
involving a diverse set of actors, it is important for there to be
clarity over responsibility for decision making.
Second, we should remember that the purpose of policy
interventions (for example, regulating or taxing some activity,
or providing an incentive) is to change behaviours, whether of
individuals, households, firms, or governments themselves.
Sustainability problems are caused by human patterns of
production and consumption, settlement and governance, and
sustainable development policy seeks to change those through
changing behaviour. In this sense, policy is social engineering,
and whatever means are chosen, the points is the same. Policy
instruments can be regarded as the medium for the message
that is meant to produce behaviour change, whether they are
36
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a mild or strong educational message, a harsh tax or marginal
incentive, or the threatening presence of criminal charges.
In the next section the focus in firmly on the realm of
public policy. At a time of much comment on the diminishing of
the nation state,39 it is nevertheless the case that the statutory
competence and democratic legitimacy to drive institutional
change lies centrally with the governments of nation states, and in
federal systems such as Malaysia and Australia, also with state/
provincial governments. This does not discount the role of civil
society or the private sector, but recognizes that timid, laggard
or obstructionist governments make it impossible to achieve
progress on sustainable development. When governments will
not or cannot lead, they need to create the conditions for others
to do so. While institutional change is undertaken, and should
be more often undertaken, in partnerships with communities,
civil society and industry, it is governments who have lagged on
creating policy and institutional settings that drive or at least
do not inhibit the transition to sustainability. The focus here is
largely on national scale of government, although many of the
suggestions apply to state/provincial scales as well.

5.

Policy And Institutional Reforms

Thus far we have surveyed sustainable development at the level
of social goal and guiding principles. But statements of concern
and vague principles do not shift the trajectory of societies and
economies – institutional and policy change does. It is at this point
that the paper enters the unexciting territory of institutional
and policy change by governments that can make operational,
37
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in the long term, the principles of sustainable development. The
scope of this topic is very wide, and what follows is a summary
and some key examples. The message here may seem aimed
mostly at governments, but it is also targeted at researchers
and commentators who seek to define the destination, but too
often overlook the policy and institutional machinery necessary
for the journey.
The following identifies some examples of reform of policy
processes and institutional change that would make operational
the six guiding principles of sustainable development presented
above. Such reforms would represent a ‘credible institutional
commitment’ to sustainable development.40 While we cannot
predict that long run sustainability would be achieved through
such measures, a jurisdiction which purposefully undertook
and maintained such measures would be a world leader on
sustainable development.
The reforms presented here arise from analysis of
Australian and other developed country situations.41 While
they are applicable to the Malaysian and other contexts, the
usual qualifications apply regarding careful translation of
policy prescriptions across contexts.42 In considering policy and
institutional options, it is important to consider the ends before
the means. That is what changes we wish to engender in society,
and then the policy and institutional mechanisms chosen to
achieve that end.
Importantly, the reforms and mechanisms are achievable
within normal parameters of governance of most jurisdictions.
Perhaps more radical changes will be required in future, but it
38
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is certainly the case that much more could be done to re-align
the workings of policy processes and institutional systems
to enable more sustainable and equitable patterns of human
development.
The following are organized according to the six guiding
principles presented earlier:
I. Factoring in the long term.
Sustainable development addresses factors operating
over decades and centuries, such as forest growth,
climate changes, infrastructure planning, slow
onset salinity and the inertia of urban forms. Such
timescales do not match with the much shorter time
frames of politics and economics, and indeed this is
a key cause of many sustainability problems. Nor
do they fit with the short time frames of much data
collection, research and especially the lack of longterm environmental monitoring. It is not that policy
and institutional systems can or do not address long
term issues – witness superannuation/pensions policy,
population policy and infrastructure provision in many
countries. But social and especially environmental
problems tend not to attract genuinely long-term
policy responses. Key policy and institutional options
are:
• National institutional machinery comprising
multiple, coordinated elements (an inclusive
commission
on
sustainable
development,
ministerial councils in federal systems,
parliamentary standing committee, stakeholder
39
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•

•

forum, etc) to focus attention, generate knowledge
and promulgate policy ideas around long term
environment and development challenges.
Refocusing of research and development
investments and priorities to rebalance the
knowledge industry’s efforts more toward long
term, public good issues.
Clear mandates and serious resourcing of long
term environmental and monitoring, an area of
chronic under investment.

II. Integrating environment, society and economy
in policy
The crux of sustainability is to account for interactions
between the ‘three pillars’ and to account for especially
the environmental and social implications of economic
policy. This task is usually termed ‘environmental
policy integration’ or EPI. Despite some encouraging
experiments in a few countries, there has been too
little advance in terms of embedding EPI fully into
policy and institutional systems via policy and
administrative structures and processes.43 Leading
policy and institutional options, all of which have
precedents in some countries and a range of which
need to be implemented in a coordinated fashion,
include:
• An integrative framework sustainability policy in
each jurisdiction, expressing general principles
and targets, and coordinating sector and issuespecific policy, reviewed and reinvigorated in
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•

accordance with policy experience, to maintain
the broader sustainable development agenda.
A regime of strategic environmental assessment
(SEA) or sustainability assessment, to extend
the tradition of scrutiny of development projects
upwards to assess the sustainability impacts
of significant policy, budget and legislative
proposals.44 The aim is to insert sustainable
development considerations across all public
decision making processes, to be applied in cases
where significant sustainability impacts are likely.
There is rapidly growing experience with SEA
internationally, especially under the European
Union’s SEA Directive.
Cross-government mechanisms tasked to enforce
consideration of sustainability across policy
sectors, such as a policy unit in the first ministers’
departments (Premier, Prime Minister, Chief
Minister) or other suitable central agencies,
a parliamentary commissioner, or a separate
commission (several Australian state and territory
jurisdictions and a number of other countries
have experimented with such mechanisms). Many
cross-government mechanisms for horizontal
policy integration (and vertical in federal systems)
exist, and may be effectively adapted to address
sustainable development.
A
national
commission
for
sustainable
development or equivalent body, as exist in
some seventy other countries,45 to bring policy
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•

•
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sectors and government and non-government
stakeholders together to maintain discussion of
and focus on coordination of long term policy.
Systematic evaluation of the role of statute law
(legislation). Statute law is often seen as only
involving regulation, ignoring its crucial role
in establishing policy processes, fashioning
institutions, defining public participation and
setting agency objectives. Statute law is the wiring
of the institutional system, and is often central to
the ignoring of sustainability across policy sectors.
Under Australia’s National Competition Policy in
the 1990s, thousands of statutes were scrutinized
for elements that inhibited competition, in the
pursuit of economic efficiency, informed by a
neo-liberal political and neo-classical economic
approach to public policy and the role of the state.
Why not a similar process targeting ‘unsustainable’
elements? Sustainability as a cross-sectoral, wholeof-government problem requires attention to nonenvironmental policy sectors, and thus to the
statutory settings and objectives in those sectors,
just as competitiveness required as another major
social and political goal.
More specifically, a comprehensive review
of national and state/provincial legislative
frameworks to identify and correct elements that
operate to retard pursuit of sustainability (eg.
perverse incentives, lack of instruction to attend
sustainability), and to identify opportunities for
synergistic pursuit of sustainability and other
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policy goals. Binding and operational codification
of sustainable development principles to guide
decision making in non-environmental sectors
would be a prime goal (many current provisions
are vague and discretionary).
III. The Precautionary Principle
Of all the sustainable development principles, the
Precautionary Principle (PP) is the most widely
known and debated, and expressed in policy, law and
jurisprudence. The standard definition is:
Where there are threats of serious or
irreversible environmental damage, lack of
full scientific certainty should not be used as
a reason for postponing measures to prevent
environmental degradation.
The Principle requires recognition of uncertainty,
encourages proactive rather than reactive policy
actions, and shifts the onus of proof from those
concerned about the environmental effects of policies
and developments to those advocating development.
This is simply a codification of a shift in social
values towards the environment. The Principles does
not mean a uniformly higher bar for development
proposals, but rather that uncertainties and possible
irreversible impacts should be carefully assessed.
While widely recognized in law and policy (more than
120 Australia statutes for example), there is scope for
better implementation, specifically through:46
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IMPLEMENTING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: LONG TERM POLICY AND INSTITUTIONAL CHALLENGES

•
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Clearer codification of the Principle in law and
policy, requiring its application rather than simply
‘to take account’ of it.
Clearer guidance in the form of codes of practice,
recommended methods and decision support
processes for informing policy making (for
example, use of a risk management procedure).
Embedding the Principle in higher order policy
assessment such as strategic environmental
assessment.

IV. Global dimensions
Sustainable development is inevitably a global issue.
In fact international concern and policy development
have generally outstripped domestic policy in both
intent and vigour. Yet it is at national level that
agreements such as the Convention on Biological
Diversity and UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change must be implemented. If only some parts of
the world seek sustainability, it will not be achieved,
and countries can be laggards or leaders, with policy
and institutional measures such as the following
enabling countries to lead:
• Matching signature with ratification and then
domestic level implementation of international
environmental agreements.
• Implementing the intent of international
agreements to world’s best level, rather than
the minimal box-ticking that characterizes most
country reports under multilateral environmental
agreements.
44
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Ensuring national firms operating internationally
adhere to no less than the environmental, health
and safety and human rights standards applying
in their home country.
For developed countries, at least meeting the
agreed development aid expenditure target of
0.7% of GDP, minimizing intentional return flows
of this aid to domestic businesses and agencies,
and organizing aid around the goal and principles
of sustainable development.

V. Innovative policy approaches
Policy innovation is required given the complexity
of
sustainable
development
problems,
the
implementation deficit so far, and a history of patchy
policy instrument performance in traditional resource
and environmental management. But unthinking
application of fashionable instruments – market
mechanisms for example – is unlikely to work across
the many policy problems faced. Advocacy of particular
instruments is commonly undertaken in the absence
of full analysis of alternative instruments (as opposed
to simple dismissal of alternatives). This is a failure
of policy analysis.
There is a need to develop more sophistication in the
art and craft of policy instrument choice: selecting
instruments in an evidence-based manner from a full
menu using consistent criteria; matched to the specific
attributes of the problem at hand; designing mixed
packages of instruments that operate synergistically;
45
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and implementing policy monitoring and evaluation
(this is a particular lack).47 Measures to address this
include maintenance of strong organizational and
human capacities in sustainability policy within
government, specific training and R&D programs,
and mandated persistence and evaluation of policy
interventions over time.
An emphasis is required on ‘systemic’ policy
instruments to address underlying causes of
sustainability problems embedded deep in patterns
of production and consumption, settlement and
governance. Systemic causes are a key attribute of
policy problems in sustainability, and addressing
only direct causes and symptoms will be insufficient.48
The suggestions above and below address redirecting
policy and institution behaviour. Binding statutory
expression of sustainability principles across policy
sectors, pervasive market mechanisms (such as
carbon taxation), stricter energy efficiency standards
in building codes, etc, and core reforms of education
curricula are amongst such systemic instruments
that can have a pervasive effect across society.
VI. Community participation
Community participation in policy and decision
making is promoted in all iterations of sustainable
development principles. While community-based
programs have increased in many countries, they
tend to be poorly resourced, switched on and off
according to near term government need, lacking
46
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a clear mandate and set of responsibilities, and
at times seem to be more about cost-shifting and
delegation of implementation tasks than sharing of
knowledge and power. They are rarely about genuine
community level governance. In some countries there
has been a disturbing reduction of civil society roles
in higher level policy formulation. Participation is
relevant and needed across scales of governance,
from national policy debates, through the catchment
and bioregional based resource management and
development arrangements emerging in a range of
countries, to local, on-ground management programs.
Key to proper and effective participation are:
• A formalized and ongoing national scale discourse
between governments, civil society and industry,
such as through a national council on sustainable
development.
• Transparency and clarity in development and land
use planning, and in policy formulation, through
statutory rights to object, freedom-of-information
laws, and public and non-government consultation
in policy development.
• If participatory initiatives at local and regional
scale are considered important, then guarantees
of persistence in mandate and resources must
be given, and vulnerable reliance on uncertain
external resources addressed (whether government
programs or development aid).
• Acceptance that participation is a long term
strategy and need, not to be used simply to relieve
a government of near term difficulties.
47
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•

Making clear the duration, resources, process, and
degree of decision making power to be devolved.

One remaining issue is the core premise of Our
Common Future: that economic growth can continue
with a reduced impact on the environment. Can
economic activity and prosperity be decoupled from
resource use and waste production: that is, can we
have a vibrant economy delivering human wellbeing with far less environmental degradation?
This is a contested issue, but it is becoming clear
that a significant degree of decoupling is possible,
especially in terms of energy efficiency, and at least
in the order of 30-50% efficiency gains.49 Whether the
degree of decoupling would be sufficient to address,
for example, greenhouse gas emissions in the face of
rising population and economic growth can be debated,
and the strategy of ‘ecological modernization’ has its
critics, but there has certainly been an insufficient
focus on decoupling. Getting halfway there is better
than not starting. Sustainability aside, any country
which ignores the oncoming imperatives of the carbon
economy and demands for greater efficiency in energy
and resource is will be ignoring a major factor in
competitive advantage. Some obvious initiatives
include:
• National innovation policy centred on energy
and resource efficiency, to drive and coordinate
improvements across sectors.
• National and industry scale inquiries into
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•

opportunities for decoupling, supported by
coordinated research and development programs
in relevant areas.
Reviews of tax and other incentives, supported by
regulated long term targets for key performance
in critical areas of energy and resource use, carbon
emissions and waste production. Evidence shows
that efficiency measures are much more often
positive in purely economic and competitive terms
than they are negative.

The measures above for implementing sustainable
development principles indicate ways in which governments
– and their partners in governance from civil society, industry,
research – can pursue the promise of 1992. Such measures will
not instantly produce great advances or measurable outcomes,
but they will, in total, pervasively redirect the machinery of
public policy and trajectory of public institutions to enable rather
than constrain the transition to sustainability. Given that none
are outside the normal rules and practices of law, politics and
governance, there is little excuse not to implement such a suite
of reforms, or something like it. Nations and governments who
implemented a range of such measures could genuinely claim
to have made a credible policy and institutional commitment
to sustainable development. In all cases, these measures could
be implemented weakly and ineffectively, or more strongly.
Yet the ‘nuts-and-bolts’ of policy reform of this kind has been
insufficiently matched to the sustainable development agenda,
by researchers, civil society, and policy makers.
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No single country can yet claim a comprehensive,
credible commitment to sustainable development. This paper
will conclude by considering briefly why, with some summary
observations on Australia and Malaysia, and with a comment on
the role of researchers and educators in creating the conditions
for enabling such reforms to be considered.

6.

Inconclusions

Sustainable development is a journey, a hard, adventurous
journey upon which many of the future prospects of humanity
and its planet depends. The eventual destination is not yet
known but we know that we are a considerable way from it. In
fact, the destination will change, as social, environmental and
economic circumstances evolve. But as I have argued, we know
the direction in which to head, but have delayed commencing
the journey in any serious fashion, even though it is apparent
that the costs of delay will be significant. If the journey has no
defined destination, then this paper cannot have a conclusion
but rather finishes with some inconclusions.
Why have countries and governments not implemented
sustainable development policy beyond rhetorical and marginal
changes? A major reason has been insufficient effort in embedding
principles of sustainable development in policy processes and
institutions, and this paper has suggested appropriate reforms.
That is not the only reason, however, and the combination of
a lack of political will and the greater ease and attractiveness
of near term political goals is a big obstacle. With the rising
threat of climate change – an issue that is serving to resurrect
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interest in the integrative agenda of sustainable development
– some of that reluctance and obstruction is appearing to
weaken. If policy and institutional reforms can be argued to be
well within the norms of current politics, law and governance as
those suggested here are, then opposition to them is harder to
justify. This does, though, require these options for reform to be
identified, analysed, fitted into the particular national context,
and communicated. That in turn requires individuals and groups
with the knowledge and skills in policy and institutional analysis
to undertake this important work. Not consultant supporters of
the status quo or government policy, and not simplistic advocates
of favourite policy goals, outcomes or instruments, but rather
people who can explain clearly the implications of current trends
and the relative merits of different ways forward – analysts and
communicators of policy processes and institutional options.
That is a role to be lead by researchers at universities, and it
will be out of universities that the much-needed new generation
of people will have to emerge who understand both sustainable
development and policy and institutions, and are skilled in
comparative policy analysis. That is a particular lack and one
which suitable centres in our universities should be working
harder to address.
Unpredictable policy windows will doubtless emerge,
and we best be ready to respond with well-formed ideas that
will serve sustainable development. In the interim, there are
existing processes and structures in our systems of public policy
and administration that may be used or revised, if we have
the evidence-based case prepared and ready to communicate,
whether in Malaysia, Australia or some other country.
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Policy-relevant scholarship targeting sustainable
development challenges many in academia, for different
reasons. Many natural scientists in the sustainable development
literature evidently lack the knowledge and methodologies to
understand and deal with policy processes and institutional
systems in a coherent fashion. That is understandable, just as
political scientists or lawyers are not much good at atmospheric
chemistry or modeling nutrient fluxes in catchments. Yet natural
scientists are often prominent and sometimes confusing in the
sustainability literature when they engage institutions, social
processes or human motivations. Some from the social sciences
(eg. law, public policy, economics, public administration) have
yet to engage with sustainable development and appreciate
the input required from other disciplines. Some researchers
operate in political cultures where critical analysis of policy
and open debate of alternative policy directions are perceived to
be unwise or downright dangerous. Research funding for such
work may be hard to get, or career prospects damaged. Others
have difficulty separating advocacy of a specific outcome (say,
protecting forests) from analysis and recommendation of policy
measures to achieve that outcome. Others again, often from a
predictable position of disciplinary bias, advocate particular
policy instruments (eg. market mechanisms, regulation) in the
absence of comprehensive analysis of instrument options.
Also, policy and institutional analysis on sustainable
development is just plain hard, and challenges existing theory,
methods and intellectual capacities. Such work spans the
environmental, social and economic and involves complex, long
term and highly interconnected human and natural phenomena,
and deals with policy and social problems that are different in
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kind, if not also in degree, than in other policy domains.50 It is an
inevitably an interdisciplinary endeavour.
Many commentators and indeed governments talk of
the need to develop ‘critical thinking’, especially through the
education system. ‘Critical’ in the social science sense means
to carefully and dispassionately analyse claims to knowledge,
enabling vigorous and productive consideration of alternative
understanding and policy options, but in public and political
debate it is too often equated with simple ‘criticism’. Some
governments, and even some academics, show no real sign of
appreciating critical thinking and even actively work against
it. There is much said also about the need for ‘evidence-based’
and ‘contested’ policy, both of which require critical thinking and
open debate.
Sustainable development involves a race against time,
and increasingly a race of firm against firm and economy
against economy, to find ways of fulfilling human development
aspirations in ways that are much more resource efficient. In
the ‘full world’ of a carbon economy, where remaining natural
resources become ever more valuable and waste sinks overflow,
communities and economies that fall behind will lose. In this
race, critical thinking and open debate are not luxuries but
necessities, and if universities and the research community fail
in promoting the necessary skills, climate of discourse and wellcommunicated options for policy reform, then they will not be
helping the societies that support them. Rather than a race with
winners and losers, with global collaboration, including between
universities, the race can become one where humanity works
collectively to achieve sustainable development. All jurisdictions
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have policy successes and failures (and the much more common
mixture of the two) that offer lessons, and comparative policy
and institutional analysis has much to offer by increasing the
catchment of ideas and lessons upon which we can draw.
A comment on Malaysia and Australia
As an Australian working briefly in Malaysia, it seems
appropriate to finish with some comment on the two countries.
Australia was for a time a leader in sustainable development
policy. It was one of the first to produce a national policy, the 1992
National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development which
was matched with a National Greenhouse Response Strategy.
It established the world’s first dedicated climate change unit,
the Australian Greenhouse Office (now Department of Climate
Change). It has been a leader in experimenting with integrated
catchment management, local environmental management
organizations, and regional natural resource management.
Unfortunately that leadership diminished considerably for a
decade from the mid-1990s, and indeed the need for sustainable
development policy was discounted in favour of focus on selected
issues only.51 A new national government, crippling drought
and the rise of climate change on the agenda has seen more
encouraging moves over the course of 2007-08.
In the opinion of many commentators, Malaysia has
been slow to embrace sustainable development, and especially
with regards environmental quality and nature conservation.52
While that may be true in terms of integrated approaches,
Malaysia’s achievements in poverty alleviation, education, social
cohesion against the odds and economic development have
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been astounding. Recall that poverty alleviation and human
development through education are central to sustainable
development – as they say, ‘two out three ain’t bad’. It is clear
that Malaysia has the ability to set and achieve ambitious
social and political goals. Central to that is an institutional
and policy mechanism that is internationally remarkable – a
Constitutionally-defined, comprehensive and powerful national
planning system. That represents an integrated national
policy mechanism of considerable power. Imagine what could
be achieved if sustainable development in its full sense was
addressed and pursued through that planning system, even
if only pursuing energy and resource efficiency for economic
advantage in a carbon economy. Perhaps not the 10th Malaysia
Plan, but maybe the 11th, or via the proposed 2060 initiative?
Much of the literature and public discussion on
environment and sustainable development policy is dominated
by the US and Europe, and to a lesser extent (more deservedly)
by least developed economies. With increasing focus on climate
policy, debates are dominated by the US, EU, China and India:
the big and soon-to-be-big emitters. It is easy for middle powers
and middle-sized economies to be obscured, and the ideas and
lessons from them overlooked. Australia has some presence in
the international literature and, following a belated ratification
of the Kyoto Protocol, in international debates. Malaysia is
prominent in neither, and I believe that is a pity.
Our two countries have some obvious differences in
history, culture, political norms and biophysical character. Yet
the similarities are interesting: similar size populations, highly
multi-cultural societies, economies that are well-developed
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yet still strongly reliant on natural resource extraction, and
common legacies of British law and public administration.
Importantly, both have federal systems of government, with
the complications and positive checks and balances that entails.
Both the similarities and differences invite fruitful comparative
analysis and collaboration in exploring policy and institutional
responses to sustainable development.
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