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Foreword
Our one planet is in a precarious state. We have been at this state before – but today the picture 
is much more bleak. Our planet’s trajectory towards sustainability is even further off track than 
20 years ago, when the first UN Conference on Sustainable Development took place in Rio de 
Janeiro. We knew the challenges and the solutions then, and we know them today. So what is 
holding us back? It is not science or resources that are lacking. It is a profound failure in our 
political and economic systems to stop social injustice, stamp out poverty and address environ-
mental degradation.  It is a lack of political will and ambition to improve the lives of millions of 
poor women and men and children. 

Our current model of blunt economic growth delivers prosperity primarily for the global minority 
– people living in developed nations. While it has lifted some of the world’s most vulnerable peo-
ple out of poverty, it is failing the millions who still survive in grinding poverty. Economic growth 
is predicated on the exploitation of natural resources and increasingly comes at a devastating 
cost to our natural world. Global disparities in power and access to resources, coupled with the 
excessive consumption of our industrialised economies, are exacerbating social and economic 
inequality and driving environmental degradation, both locally through resource extraction and 
globally through the effects of climate change and other drivers. Such a development pathway 
– fuelled by environmental degradation and perpetuating social injustice – is truly unsustainable. 

The extent of environmental degradation is now threatening to reverse our development gains 
and is limiting development choices for both current and future generations. Climate change, 
high rates of biodiversity loss and the degradation of ecosystems are undermining the health 
of the planet and the natural capital that we all depend upon. This natural capital is essential to 
our societies and economies but especially to the world’s poorest people, who still face severe 
challenges in surviving and meeting their daily basic needs. Clearly, we need a radical change, 
a transition towards equitable and resilient sustainable development. Such a transition must be 
rights based and prioritise the needs of the world’s poor, while ensuring the sustainability of our 
natural environment.  

The problems and solutions for delivering sustainable development are many. This report  
contributes to finding solutions by highlighting the condition of our planet and the choices that 
must be made at Rio+20 in order to transition towards truly sustainable development. Such a 
transition must focus on equity and building resilience while giving priority to tackling climate 
change, feeding a growing population and eliminating gender inequality. Delivering sustainability 
cannot come at the expense of the poor. For development to be truly sustainable we can no 
longer tolerate the injustices of poverty. 

Global leaders coming to Rio+20 in June 2012 have the opportunity to signal the grave reality 
of the problems facing our one planet, but they also have the chance to act and collaborate on 
the real opportunities that are available to transition our economies to new green and sustainable  
pathways. The science is increasingly clear: we need an urgent change but it requires the  
political ambition and urgency to act collaboratively. Without  
sufficient action, political leaders will fail not only current genera-
tions but also future generations, who will inherit an unsustainable 
planet.  

Ultimately, achieving a large-scale shift of the size needed  
requires a radical transition, signalled by unprecedented global 
leadership. As such, we need to put pressure on our leaders 
to hold them accountable and to also support them to seize 
new opportunities, demonstrate where solutions have been  
successful and formulate new ambition and cooperation to tran-
sition to a more sustainable future. We have much to lose from 
political inaction – at stake is the very future of our one planet 
and the well-being of its environment and its people. In short, we 
have no time to lose – the transition must start now.

Kit Vaughan 
Global Climate Change  
Advocacy Coordinator
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Twenty years after the first sustainable development conference in Rio de Janeiro, the planet 
and its inhabitants are under increasing pressure. By 2030, the world will need at least 50% 
more food, 45% more energy and 30% more water to meet the needs of the growing popula-
tion – and its increasing consumption patterns. This comes at a time when we are increasingly 
confronting the planet’s resource limitations and globally there are still 1.3 billion people living 
on less than $1.25 a day. 

The world’s poorest people are increasingly bearing the consequences of unsustainable develop-
ment. To truly deliver upon sustainable development, any new development path must focus on 
ensuring equity and building resilience within the global economy, within countries and within lo-
cal communities. While there are numerous challenges ahead of us, CARE believes that address-
ing gender inequality, and specifically women’s participation in sustainable development, how we 
feed our growing population and how we avoid the most severe climate damage are critical for 
building a more equitable and resilient global community.

There is growing recognition that achieving sustainability requires truly ‘greening’ our economies. 
We must be careful of proposed solutions that fail to recognise the danger in tweaking the current 
economic model rather than undertaking a profound transition towards truly sustainable develop-
ment. The world’s poorest people have the most to gain or lose from the ways in which a new 
green economy is structured. Therefore, any sustainable development solutions coming out of 
the Rio+20 conference must fully address equity and resilience, gender equality, food security 
and climate change. 

Gender equality and women’s empowerment
Gender inequality remains a critical barrier to sustainable development and social justice. The 
distribution of power between men and women creates huge inequalities that continue to limit 
the development choices of half of the world’s people and particularly those in the poorest com-
munities. Women bear the brunt of increasing resource scarcity while providing food, water and 
fuel for their families and communities. Each year in Africa alone, 40 billion hours of women’s 
time are lost carrying water, and this is likely to increase with further impacts of climate change 
and diminishing natural resources. Furthermore, women’s lack of access to productive resources 
and their exclusion from owning land in certain parts of the world continue to pose significant 
challenges for them and for development overall.

Food security
Global food security is an issue that clearly demonstrates human reliance on natural resources 
and the human consequences of environmental damage. Globally, one in seven people are 
hungry. To feed a global population of over nine billion people in 2050, a 70% increase in food 
production will be required. Smallholder farmers, the majority of whom are women, provide up to 
80% of the food locally consumed in some parts of the world, yet they make up a large portion 
of the world's hungry. In recent years, price volatility has made both smallholder farmers and poor 
consumers increasingly vulnerable to hunger and poverty: 130–155 million people in develop-
ing countries fell into extreme poverty between 2007 and 2008 due to increased food and fuel 
prices. In addition, current agricultural practices are depleting natural resources such as the water 
and soil needed to sustain us in the future. Agricultural practices are also significantly contributing 
to climate change, the impacts of which will severely limit agricultural production in the future. 

Executive summary
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Climate change
No issue demonstrates the inherent inequities of the current economic system more starkly than 
climate change. While climate change is largely due to pollution generated by wealthy countries 
in the process of industrialisation, developing countries will bear 75–80% of the costs of climate-
change damage. An additional three million of the world’s poorest and most vulnerable people 
could die from malnutrition each year as a result of the increasing negative effects of climate 
on agriculture. Within poor countries, climate change will exacerbate existing inequities such as 
gender and income inequality. For instance, women and children are 14 times more likely than 
men to suffer direct impacts from natural disasters such as the loss of life. Despite the potential 
scale and severity of the impacts of climate change, current efforts are not nearly sufficient to 
avoid climate damage and dangerous levels of global warming. 

Building resilience and fostering equity: the great transition
We are already on a pathway of severe environmental degradation, causing more shocks and 
stresses to our societies and economies now and for the future. The present trajectory of in-
equality and resource-degrading development is undermining the planet’s capacity to support 
and care for our global population. As such, an urgent transition towards equity and resilience 
is required to achieve sustainable development on our one planet. Making these shifts requires 
global leadership, renewed commitment and dedicated action. Much of the success will depend 
upon key enabling factors, such as ensuring: that economic growth is inclusive and does not 
undermine the natural resource base; that good governance and appropriate institutions are in 
place; and that future development is based upon building resilient, equitable and sustainable 
communities.

Over 20 years ago, and ahead of the original Rio conference, the Brundtland Commission report 
highlighted the key links between the environment and poverty. Despite the challenges ahead, 
the Chair, Gro Harlem Brundtland concluded that “…never before in human history have we 
had greater possibilities…We need not only a new vision but political commitment and a broad 
mobilisation of human ingenuity.” Twenty years after the first Rio conference, her words are even 
more relevant than ever. However, we cannot wait again another 20 years to revisit the wise 
voices from our past – by then it could be too late.

CARE believes that some of the first steps forward must be for global leaders to:

• �Step up their political commitment, ambition and urgency to deliver sustainable 
development, while acknowledging and building upon the lessons learned from recent sci-
entific evidence and the lack of progress against goals set out 20 years ago at Rio 1992. This 
commitment must prioritise early preventive action to halt escalating future costs and damages; 
it must also prioritise the rights of the poorest and most vulnerable people.

• �Ensure that sustainable development and a green economy focus on building 
equitable and resilient communities. This should be rooted in a rights-based approach 
that empowers the world’s poorest and most vulnerable through equal participation, universal 
access to basic goods and services such as food, education and housing, and decent work for 
current and future generations.

 
• �Address gender inequality and enable women to be drivers of sustainable devel-

opment by removing barriers to their full participation in key institutions and processes. Priori-
tise policies that advance women’s rights, particularly those of the poorest and most vulnerable, 
that promote their participation in decision making at all levels, and that ensure their equal  
access to education, training and productive resources.

• �Pursue urgent and ambitious climate mitigation for developed countries, with 
increased support for low-carbon and climate-resilient development, climate ad-
aptation and building resilience for the poorest and most vulnerable people and 
countries. There must be global recognition that current climate mitigation commitments are 
insufficient to avoid climate damage and the dangers of exceeding 2°C warming. This ac-
knowledgment of the scale of the problem should form the basis of urgent collaborative action.

• �Prioritise increased sustainable agricultural productivity for smallholder and 
women farmers, by promoting rights-based approaches and agro-ecological practices that 
build resilience for adapting to a range of shocks such as market volatility and climate change.
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These mounting challenges and the fact that the world’s poorest people are increasingly bearing 
the consequences of unsustainable consumption, underline the urgent need for equitable global 
solutions. Such solutions must build resilience to the world’s emerging crises and enshrine equity 
by addressing key challenges such as the persistent marginalisation of women, feeding our grow-
ing population and facing up to climate change.

The upcoming gathering of heads of state at the United Nations Conference on Sustainable 
Development (UNCSD or Rio+20) on 20–22 June in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, is an important 
opportunity to renew commitments to tackling the complex challenges of environmental sustain-
ability and economic and social development. Building towards Rio+20, the solutions to many 
of these interconnected global challenges have been framed by governments within the notion 
of a new green economy. 

While the concept of a green economy has not been well defined, it is broadly agreed that if 
crafted properly, it could revolutionise the way we approach environmental management and 
socio-economic development. Furthermore, it could transform the way we fuel our economies, 
feed our global community, and value the people and environment around us. 

However, there is a danger in the temptation to tweak the current economic model rather than 
undertake an agenda of profound transition towards economic and social development that is 
truly sustainable. Because the world’s poorest people have the most to gain or lose from the 
ways in which a green economy is structured, CARE believes that Rio+20 must deliver a new 
sustainable development path, with equity and resilience as its central pillars.  

The pathway to sustainable development

As explained by the UN High-Level Panel on Global Sustainability, “...sustainable development is 
fundamentally a question of people’s opportunities to influence their future, claim their rights and 
voice their concerns.”3 Unequal rights, opportunities and access to resources remain a serious 
obstacle to the economic and social well-being of many of the world’s poorest people, among 
whom women are disproportionately represented. Without due attention to equity in the architec-
ture of a green economy, there is a risk that the poorest people will continue to be excluded and 
unable to access the benefits and opportunities that a new green economy offers.

Efforts towards sustainable development are increasingly challenged by a range of economic and 
environmental shocks and stresses, notably the impacts of climate change. Consequently, any 
new development path must take these threats into account, and focus on building resilience 
within the global economy, countries and local communities.

Building resilience is a critical concern for the world’s most vulnerable people, who tend to be 
most exposed to shocks and stresses such as natural disasters and price volatility, and they have 
the least capacity to manage risks. Discussions about sustainable development and a green 
economy must, therefore, explicitly address equity and resilience as fundamental to sustainable 
development. To do this, negotiations at Rio+20 must tackle complex and interrelated challenges 
of social inequalities – including gender inequality, achieving food security and tackling climate 
change. This paper analyses these challenges, and provides recommendations for addressing 
them within a broader sustainable development framework, focusing on key enablers that place 
equity and resilience at the forefront. 

Today our planet is home to more than seven billion people and will be home to two billion more by 2050.1  
At the same time, economic and social inequality and environmental degradation are increasingly  
contributing to complex global crises. Growing global consumption and unsustainable practices are depleting 
our resources at an unprecedented pace, with the world’s species, water supplies, soils and forests in  
serious decline and the climate rapidly warming. And yet the poorest 10% of the world’s people consumed 
just 0.5% of the planet’s resources and goods in 2008 while the wealthiest 10% accounted for 59%.2 
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Rio 1992: An ambitious agenda  
for sustainable development
The notion of sustainable development emerged in 1987 with the work of the Brundtland  
Commission,4 which highlighted the inextricable linking of environmental sustainability, human 
development and economic factors. 

Building on this work, the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) set 
forth an ambitious agenda, culminating in 1992 with the Rio Declaration and Agenda 21, a compre-
hensive blueprint for action on environmental, social and economic development to be taken by gov-
ernments, UN agencies and civil society at all levels. The Commission on Sustainable Development 
was also created to monitor and report on the effectiveness of the implementation of Agenda 21. 

Rio also resulted in the adoption of three international conventions tasked with addressing some of 
the world’s growing environmental and development challenges. This included the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), in recognition of the growing threat from 
global warming, as well as the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification. The Convention 
on Biological Diversity was also created to address the alarming rate of biodiversity loss.

UNCED also shaped other UN conferences to integrate environmental concerns, opening the door 
to positions on the right to a healthy environment and the right to development. In addition, UNCED 
informed initiatives such as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which set targets for tackling 
the most urgent development needs, bringing together social, economic and environmental concerns.

The Rio conventions and the MDGs opened up the discussions around poverty reduction and social 
justice and the critical links to environmental sustainability. They also presented a real opportunity 
to tackle these issues, as they led to new institutions, mechanisms and resources to support de-
velopment activities with a stronger focus on livelihood security, sustainable management of natural 
resources, and disaster risk reduction. These efforts have made a demonstrable difference in the lives 
of many of the world’s poorest people. However, there is still a long way to go. This has been high-
lighted this year by the UN Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on Global Sustainability: “Progress 
has been made, but it has been neither fast nor deep enough, and the need for further-reaching 
action is growing ever more urgent.”5

Photo: © CARE Josh Estey

1 UNDESA. 2004. World Population Until 2300. New York. United Nations. 
2 World Bank. Development Indicators 2008. 
3 United Nations Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on Global Sustainability. 2012. Resilient people, resilient 
planet: A future worth choosing, Overview. New York. 
4 Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development: Our Common Future (A/42/427, annex). 
5 United Nations Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on Global Sustainability. 2012.  
Resilient people, resilient planet: A future worth choosing, Overview. New York.
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Twenty years after the first Rio conference, the planet and its inhabitants are under increasing 
pressure. By 2030, the world will need at least 50% more food, 45% more energy and 30% 
more water to meet the needs of the planet’s growing population and its increasing consumption. 
This comes at a time when we are increasingly confronting the planet’s limitations,6 and globally 
there are still 1.3 billion people living on less than $1.25 a day,7 925 million people undernour-
ished8 and 884 million without access to clean drinking water.9 

There is growing recognition that tackling these and other interlinked challenges and achieving 
sustainability requires ‘greening’ our economies. The concept of a green economy, while poorly 
defined, is now increasingly central to the debates about how we shift our economies, tackle 
change at the scale needed and ensure fundamental human rights for the world’s poorest peo-
ple. Issues such as resilience, equity (and more specifically gender equality), food security and 
climate change are key issues for sustainable development and, therefore, for a green economy. 
However, they have most importance for the poor, given the demographics of poverty and the 
challenges that poor people face in meeting their everyday basic needs.

The current dominant economic growth models remain wedded to undervaluing and undermining the 
environment, leading to environmental degradation including greenhouse gas emissions.10 The world 
is experiencing the fastest-ever loss of species, with estimates of ten million species possibly expected 
to disappear this century.11 Over 250 million people are directly affected by desertification and land 
degradation, with some one billion people in over 100 countries at risk. These people include many of 
the world's poorest, most marginalised, and politically weak citizens. Hence combating desertification 
is an urgent priority in global efforts to ensure food security and the livelihoods of millions of people 
who inhabit the drylands of the world.12 If current trends in water use persist, two-thirds of the world’s 
population could be living in countries experiencing moderate or severe water scarcity by 2025.13 In 
addition, 1.3 billion people whose livelihoods rely on agriculture, fishing and natural resources face the 
most severe threats of environmental degradation, climate change and related rises in food prices.14

No issue demonstrates the inherent inequities of the current economic system more clearly than cli-
mate change. Climate change is largely caused by past carbon emissions from industrialised nations, 
while those least responsible – poor people in developing countries – now face the greatest impacts. 
Estimates predict that an additional three million of the world’s poorest and most vulnerable people 
could die from malnutrition each year as a result of the worsening impacts of climate change on ag-
riculture.15 This figure does not account for deaths or damage as a direct result of increasing natural 
disasters or from indirect impacts such as food price hikes and declining ecosystem productivity.

Gender inequality still remains a critical barrier to sustainable development and social justice 
and the need for women’s empowerment is critical. While gender inequality places expectations 
and specific pressures on both women and men in the face of increasing environmental pres-
sure and economic shocks, nowhere in the world have women achieved equal status to men,16 
which places unique burdens on them. Women, who provide most of the labour that sustains 
households globally, bear the brunt of increasing time scarcity while providing food, water and 
fuel for their families and communities. Each year in Africa alone, 40 billion hours of women’s time 
are lost carrying water,17 and this is likely to increase with pressures from climate change and  
environmental degradation. Women also help their families and communities cope with eco-
nomic, social and environmental shocks by providing additional labour for gathering resources to 
meet basic needs and by caring for those who are ill.18 Women face barriers to participation in 
decision making at all levels, thus being denied meaningful input into key social, economic and 
environmental decisions that affect their lives.

Global food security is perhaps the issue that most hits home in terms of immediate and future 
human survival on the planet. One in seven people are hungry worldwide.19 This is a larger threat 
to health than AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis combined. The geographical distribution of the 925 
million people who are chronically hungry20 points to global inequities such as the concentra-
tion of poverty in certain regions of the world, gender inequality and the urban–rural divide. 
Smallholder farmers,21 the majority of whom are women, produce up to 80% of the food locally 
consumed in some parts of the world22 yet they receive only small amounts of development aid 
and have limited access to credit, inputs and training services. With such limited support, many 
smallholder farmers, who are among the world’s most vulnerable, increasingly struggle to feed 
their families and are exposed to the impacts of climate change, market fluctuations and other 
shocks and risks. Furthermore, conventional agro-industrial practices are undermining the natural 
resources needed for feeding the world’s increasing population by depleting and contaminating 
water, eroding soil and contributing to climate change.

The Rio+20 conference comes at a time when the world must make a choice between our current 
path or a sustainable one that will safeguard our planet and improve the lives of the world’s poor-
est people. For CARE, the choice is clear: we must take radical action now to secure the future of 
the planet and to right the injustices that exist around the world, which keep millions of people in 
poverty while others consume far beyond their fair share of the earth’s limited resources.  

13 World Resources Institute website. Water: critical shortages ahead? Accessed on 30 May 2012.  
See http://www.wri.org/publication/content/8261 
14 UNDP. 2011. Human Development Report 2011. 
15 World Bank. 2010. World Development Report 2010. Development and Climate Change. Washington DC. 
16 World Bank. 2012. World Development Report 2012. Gender equality and development. Washington DC 
17 UNICEF. 1999. Towards Better Programming: A water handbook. New York. 
18 UN Women. 2012. Commission on the Status of Women Backgrounder. See www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/
csw56/documents/en-csw-backgrounder.pdf 
19 World Food Programme Hunger Statistics. Accessed on 26 March 2012. See http://www.wfp.org/hunger 
20 FAO. 2010. Global hunger declining, but still unacceptably high. Rome. 
21 By smallholder we mean people who work small plots of land regardless of their land tenure status. 
22 IFAD. 2011. Fuel an ‘evergreen revolution’ by rapid scale up of policy support and investments in sustainable 
smallholder agriculture. Media Advisory. 1 June 2011

Rio+20: Little progress, growing challenges

6 Ibid 
7 A fall to cheer: For the first time ever the number of poor people is declining everywhere. The Economist. 3 March 
2012. 
8 World Food Programme Hunger Statistics. Accessed on 26 March 2012. See www.wfp.org/hunger 
9 WHO/UNICEF. 2010. Joint Monitoring Report 2010: Progress on Sanitation and Drinking Water. 
10 UNDP. 2011. Human Development Report 2011. Sustainability and Equity: A Better Future for All. UNDP. New York. 
11 Ibid 
12 World Meteorological Organization. 2005. Climate and Land Degradation. Geneva.
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The big sustainable  
development challenges

There are three fundamental challenges 
that must form the basis of any agenda 
to achieve sustainable development 
based upon a foundation of equity and 
resilience: gender inequality, food  
insecurity and climate change. While 
these are not the only challenges to 
be overcome, CARE’s experience has 
shown that these are key barriers to 
reducing poverty and achieving social 
justice in the context of long-term  
sustainable development. 

Photo: Istockphoto
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Addressing gender inequality and
women’s empowermentIt has been agreed time and again by global  

leaders, the United Nations and numerous others 
that gender equality and women’s empowerment 
are fundamental to tackling the multidimensional 
challenges at the heart of sustainable develop-
ment. For instance, in countries where women lack 
land ownership rights or access to credit, there are 
approximately 60% and 85% more malnourished 
children, respectively, than in countries where these 
rights and access are granted to both men and 
women.23 And yet many of the age-old challenges 
faced by women remain unchanged or with little 
visible progress despite commitments made in the 
Rio Declaration, Agenda 21 and the MDGs. 

Photo: © CARE Evelyn Hockstein
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Limitations on women’s decision-making powers and fundamental rights to participate in all 
spheres of life continue to constrain gender equality and women’s empowerment while under-
mining the progress of sustainable development. Women make up at least half the global popu-
lation but only approximately 20% of parliamentary seats.24 At the same time, a study of 131 
countries showed that those with greater numbers of women in parliament tended to sign more 
international environmental treaties.25 Furthermore, women occupy only 16% of ministerial posts; 
35% of these posts are in social affairs and welfare, compared to 19% in finance and trade, 
7% in environment, natural resources and energy, and only 3% in science and technology.26 
This means that women are particularly under-represented in institutions and sectors address-
ing climate change and other sustainable development challenges as well as financial decisions 
impacting upon them.

Women still face significant social and structural barriers in local decision making more broadly 
and specifically in relation to key sustainable development sectors like agriculture, natural re-
source management and climate change. Poor women in particular have to overcome significant 
social barriers to participate in community decision-making bodies and consultations related to 
sustainable development issues such as water management,27 climate change and agriculture.28 
Where women have not been involved in decision making, they are more negatively affected 
by the decisions made, such as forest enclosures, than in communities where there is greater 
participation by women.29

Persisting inequalities in education also hinder women’s contributions to sustainable development 
through the improved nutritional, agricultural and health outcomes of educated decision making. 
Being poor, female, and living in a country affected by conflict are the three most decisive fac-
tors in keeping a child out of school. Over the past decade, the proportion of girls out of school 
decreased from 58% to 53% of the total population of children. However, inequalities still persist, 
with 85 and 83 girls for every 100 boys enrolled in primary education in sub-Saharan Africa and 
South Asia respectively.30

A lack of access to modern services, such as improved water or energy services, contributes 
to girls’ absences from school. On average, rural women and girls spend between one and four 
hours a day gathering fuel and carrying water needed for family meals.31 Therefore, additional 
pressures on natural resources required for household livelihoods, as well as natural disasters, 
also undermine children’s education.

Women and girls also continue to receive less training in the sciences and other fields necessary 
to facilitate their participation in sustainable development planning and decision making. The UN 
Secretary-General has highlighted that gender expectations and stereotypes continue to strongly 
discourage women from entering or advancing in the sciences.32 Greater access to such train-
ing would enable women to participate in policy, programmes and decision making for creating 
sustainable development and communities that are resilient to environmental, economic and 
social changes and shocks.33

23 United Nations. 2011. The empowerment of rural women and their role in poverty and hunger eradication,  
development and current challenges. A report of the Secretary-General to the fifty sixth session of  
the Commission on the Status of Women. 27 February–9 March 2012. (E/CN.6/2012/3). 
24 Inter-Parliamentary Union. Accessed on 15 March 2012. See http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/world.htm 
25 K Norgaard and R York, 2005. Gender equality and state environmentalism. Gender and Society.  
19: 506-522–22. 
26 UNIFEM. 2010. Gender Justice: Key to Achieving the Millennium Development Goals. New York. 
27 United Nations. 2004. A Gender Perspective on Water Resources and Sanitation. United Nations Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs, Interagency Task Force on Gender and Water report to Commission on Sustainable 
Development. Twelfth Session 14–30 April 2004 (DESA/DSD/2005/2) 
28 United Nations. 2010. Review of the implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, the 
outcomes of the twenty-third special session of the General Assembly and its contribution to shaping a gender 
perspective towards the full realization of the Millennium Development Goals. Report of the Secretary-General  
(E/CN.6/2010/2) 
29 Bina Agarwal 2009. Gender and forest conservation: the impact of women’s participation in community forest 
governance. Ecological Economics 68 (11): 2785–99. 
30 United Nations and We Can End Poverty 2015. 2011. Millennium Development Goals Report. New York. 
31 FAO. Women, Agriculture and Food Security. Accessed on 25 May 2012.  
See http://: www.fao.org/worldfoodsummit/english/fsheets/women.pdf 
32 United Nations. 2011. Access and participation of women and girls in education, training, science and technol-
ogy, including for the promotion of women’s equal access to full employment and decent work. Report of the 
Secretary-General for the Fifty-fifth session of the Commission on the Status of Women, 22 February–4 March 
2011(E/CN.6/2011/3)).  
33 Ibid
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A lack of education undermines the choices women have in life as well as their productivity. For 
example, in areas of Kenya where women have limited amounts of education, a year of primary 
education provided to all women farmers would boost maize yields by 24%.34 

Access to productive resources such as land, as well as an ability to access employment oppor-
tunities, remain among the most persistent challenges facing poor women worldwide. Inequalities 
based on social status, gender, age, ethnicity and class are at the root of these challenges and 
have significant implications for the health of communities, nations and the global economy. 

Stark disparities in women’s land ownership are apparent around the world, ranging from 5% in 
North Africa and West Asia to 25% in Ecuador and Chile.35 Furthermore, the land women do own 
is often of poorer quality and the land tenure is frequently insecure. Women own fewer animals 
needed for farming and frequently do not control the income they themselves generate. Women 
farmers have significantly less access to modern inputs such as improved seeds, fertilisers, pest 
control measures and mechanical tools. They also use less credit and often do not control the 
credit they obtain.36 In most countries, female smallholders’ access to credit is 5–10% lower 
than male smallholders.37 Furthermore, female farmers receive only approximately 5% of agri-
cultural extension services worldwide, leaving most of their needs unmet.38 This hinders their 
contribution to food security and resilience in agricultural productivity, issues that are on the table 
at Rio+20 and beyond.

Creating resilient communities and a green economy will require building upon and maximising 
all the human capital available, and particularly supporting the role of women as key agents of 
change. It will also require a better understanding of current natural resource use and distribution 
as well as access to new opportunities across a range of sectors. 

More equitable institutions, communities and households are needed to enable women, men, 
boys and girls of different social groups to support each other in working towards sustainable 
development as key agents of change. Furthermore, the recognition of diversity in needs, skills 
and priorities of women, men, boys and girls of different social groups is central to identifying 
existing sustainable development challenges, proposing and negotiating solutions and carrying 
out the necessary changes to create equitable, resilient communities and a new green economy.

Twenty years ago at Rio, world leaders made pledges to bring more women to the table and 
address women’s empowerment, but not enough has been done to reach the lofty goals set out. 
Given the magnitude of the challenges we face, Rio+20 must revisit those goals and ensure that 
gender equality issues are included throughout the talks and seen as central to progress.

34 IFPRI. 2000. Women: The key to food security: Looking into the household. Available at  
www.ifpri.org/sites/default/files/pubs/pubs/ib/ib3.pdf 
35 FAO. 2011. The state of food and agriculture 2010-2011. Women in agriculture: closing  
the gender gap for development. Rome. 
36 Ibid 
37 Ibid 
38 FAO. 2011. The state of food and agriculture 2010-2011. Women in agriculture:  
closing the gender gap for development

Of 131 countries, those

Yet women still face barriers

with greater numbers of
women in parliament

to participation in

signed more

at all levels

international environmental treaties.

sustainable development decision making



13
Sustainable development 

One Planet – One Future
Chapter xxxxxxxxx

Feeding a growing global population
No issue is more central to human survival, sustainable  
development and equity than agriculture and food security. 
Looking ahead, it is estimated that a 70% increase in food 
production will be required in order to feed a world population 
of over nine billion people in 2050.39 Ensuring food security for 
all requires the provision of support for smallholder farmers, 
who feed a large portion of the global population and yet form 
the majority of the world’s undernourished.40 Social safety nets 
are also a crucial part of building resilience to environmental 
and economic shocks and ensuring access to sufficient food 
and nutrition for the most vulnerable. However, none of this will 
have a sufficient impact without a shift away from agricultural 
practices that undermine the natural resources we rely upon to 
feed the growing population in coming years.
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According to World Food Programme figures, the number of undernourished people worldwide ex-
ceeds the combined populations of Canada, the EU and the USA.41 In developing countries, almost 
one in three children are acutely or chronically undernourished, with severe impacts on under-five 
mortality and long-term implications for children’s health and learning abilities.42 Furthermore, the 
UN Hunger Task Force has highlighted that approximately 50% of those who are hungry live on 
small farms, 22% are the rural landless, 20% live in urban areas and 8% are highly dependent on 
natural resources – pastoralists, for example.43 In addition, women make up just a little over half of 
the world’s population, but account for 60% of the world’s hungry people.44

In the face of environmental and economic challenges, the most effective way to reduce rural 
poverty and contribute to food security is to increase the incomes of smallholder farmers, accord-
ing to recent research.45 In non-OECD countries there are approximately 450 million small farms 
that have less than two hectares of land.46 Furthermore, smallholder farmers, most of whom are 
women, feed up to two billion people and account for some 60% of global agriculture.47 In Asia 
and sub-Saharan Africa they provide up to 80% of the food consumed.48

Smallholders face a number of challenges in accessing land, agricultural inputs, credit and mar-
kets. These challenges are particularly significant for women farmers,49 most of whom are small-
holders cultivating traditional food crops for subsistence and sale at local markets.50 

While investment in agriculture is on the rise following years of under-investment, smallholders 
and women still receive limited support. Aid focused on smallholder farmers is estimated to  
account for only 2.2% of total global development aid.51

Despite their important role in food security, and despite the barriers they face, women have 
not benefited equally from increasing investments in agriculture in recent years. Only 3% of the 
US$7.5 billion of overseas development assistance in 2008/09 went to agriculture programmes 
with gender equality as a principle objective.52

Furthermore, while smallholders in general have less access to resources and services, women 
face additional challenges. This is part of a wider trend in which women farmers have significantly 
less access than men to productive resources such as land, seed, fertilisers and credit.53

Female agricultural productivity lags behind that of men by 20–30% due to a lack of access to 
credit and inputs such as seeds and fertilisers. With proper inputs for women, global agricultural 
productivity could be increased by 14%, and by even more by adjusting for access to land.54  
Equal access to fertilisers, seeds and tools could improve agricultural output in developing coun-
tries enough to reduce the number of undernourished people in the world 12–17%.55

Despite the challenges smallholder women farmers face in particular, their male counterparts 
also experience significant pressures in the face of increasing environmental and economic 
challenges and pressures to feed a growing population. For example, in India, male farmers in 
particular suffer from emotional stress and anxiety having to feed their families under conditions 
of increasing drought and economic pressures, leading to increases in suicides among them.56
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47 UNEP. 2011. Support for sustainable smallholder agriculture needed to fuel an ‘evergreen revolution’.  
Press Release. 31 May 2011 
48 IFAD. 2011. Fuel an ‘evergreen revolution’ by rapid scale up of policy support and investments in sustainable 
smallholder agriculture. Media Advisory. 1 June 2011 
49 FAO. 2011. The State of food and Agriculture 2010-2011. 
50 The World Bank, Food and Agriculture Organization, and International Fund for Agricultural Development. 2009. 
Gender in Agriculture Sourcebook. World Bank. Washington, DC. 
51 Corporate Leadership Coalition for Smallholder Farmer Livelihoods. 2010. Smallholder Farmer Development: 
International Donor Funding Trends.  
52 United Nations. 2012. The empowerment of rural women and their role in poverty and hunger eradication, 
development and current challenges. 
53 FAO. 2011. The state of food and agriculture 2010-2011.

39 IFAD. 2010. Rural Poverty Report 2011. Rome. 
40 FAO. 2010. FAO at Work 2009-2010: Growing food for 9 billion. Rome. 
41 World Food Programme. Hunger statistics. Accessed on 10 May 2012. See http://: www.wfp.org/hunger/stats 
42 A Roadmap for Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN). Available at: http://unscn.org/files/Activities/SUN/SUN_Road_Map_
english.pdf 
43 Devereux et al. 2012. Social Protection for Food Security: A zero draft consultation paper. High-Level Panel of 
Experts on Food Security and Nutrition.  
44 World Food Programme. Hunger statistics. Accessed on 10 May 2012. See http://www.wfp.org/hunger/stats 
45 Corporate Leadership Coalition for Smallholder Farmer Livelihoods. 2010. Smallholder Farmer Development: 
International Donor Funding Trends. 
46 Ibid
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In recent years price volatility has made both smallholder farmers and poor consumers increas-
ingly vulnerable to hunger and poverty. Because food represents a large share of farmer income 
and the budget of poor households, large price rises have very negative effects on incomes and 
access to food.57 From 2007 to 2008, between 130 and 155 million people in developing 
countries fell into extreme poverty due to food and fuel price increases.58 This trend is predicted 
to worsen with climate change and, coupled with factors like soil erosion and energy price hikes, 
could burden smallholders and poor households with a possible 30–50% price increase in food 
in the coming decades.59

In the face of increasing price volatility and the environmental challenges ahead, the UN Special 
Rapporteur has highlighted the importance of social safety nets and government responses that 
place human rights and the right to food at their heart. Among tools being effectively used are 
direct distribution of food, universal food subsidies, cash transfers or food vouchers, and em-
ployment-based benefits. Safety nets such as these help protect vulnerable households against 
livelihood risks and maintain an adequate level of food consumption. They also help vulnerable 
families avoid adopting unsustainable coping strategies and depleting their assets.60

Furthermore, given the importance of agriculture in sustaining life on the planet as well as the 
impact of agriculture on environmental, social and economic sustainability, the UN High-Level 
Task Force on Global Food Security has emphasised sustainable agriculture as a key element of 
a healthy green economy. This means ensuring that discussions of a green economy focus on 
improving the ways that resources are used and distributed while seeking to ensure equitable 
access to nutrition and food security.61

Many current agricultural practices are placing significant pressures on and degrading the natural 
resources required to sustain production in the future.62 For instance, agriculture accounts for 70% 
of global water use, placing pressure on scarce water resources.63 Four times more fertilisers were 
used in 2000 than in 1960, contributing to water pollution and climate change.64 Agriculture alone 
is estimated to be responsible for 17–32% of all greenhouse gas emissions. Intensive agriculture 
also places great financial and energy demands on smallholder farmers, making them more vul-
nerable to market fluctuations and volatility as well as to damage from climate change.65

62 Ibid 
63 Upmanu Lall, Tanya Heikkila, Casey Brown and Tobias Siegfried. 2008. Water in the 21st century: defining  
the elements of global crises and potential solutions. Journal of International Affairs 61(2): 1-17. 
64 UNDESA. 2010. Trends in Sustainable Development: Towards Sustainable Consumption and Production.  
United Nations. New York. 2010. 
65 Bellarby et al. 2008. Cool Farming: Climate Impacts of Agriculture and Mitigation Potential.  
Greenpeace International. Amsterdam. 
66 FAO. 2005. Impact of Climate Change, Pests and Diseases on Food Security and Poverty Reduction. Special event 
background document for the 31st Session of the Committee on World Food Security. Rome. 23–26 May 2005. 
67 FAO. 2010. FAO at Work 2009-2010. 
68 United Nations. 2010. Report submitted by the Special Rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier De Schutter  
to the Sixteenth Session of the Human Rights Council. 20 December 2010. (A/HRC/16/49) 
69 http://www.careclimatechange.org/files/CARE_docs/CARE_Food_Security_Brief_2011.pdf
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54 Ibid 
55 United Nations. 2012. The empowerment of rural women and their role in poverty and hunger eradication, 
development and current challenges. 
56 Sainath 2004, quoted in Y Lambrou and S Nelson 2010. Farmers in a changing climate.  
Does gender matter? Food security in Andhra Pradesh, India. Rome: FAO. p27. 
57 FAO. 2011. The state of food insecurity in the world 2011. Rome. 
58 World Bank. 2009. Global Economic Prospects 2009; Commodities at a crossroads. Washington DC. 
59 UNDP. 2011. Human Development Report 2011. 
60 FAO. Social Safety Nets and the Food Security Crisis. Accessed 23 May 2012.  
See http://: www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/ISFP/Social_safety_nets.pdf 
61 UN System High-Level Task Force on Global Food Security. 2012. Food and Nutrition Security for All through 
Sustainable Agriculture and Food Systems. 14 March 2012.

As a result, more ecological practices are needed to lessen the negative impacts of agriculture 
and improve the resilience and sustainability of food systems for future needs. This is of particu-
lar importance given that climate change alone could reduce developing countries’ agricultural 
production by up to 16%,66 which would have significant impacts on food security and nutrition. 

Practices that reduce tilling, protect soil and reduce the need for irrigation have proven to have 
positive outcomes – including less need for agricultural inputs and greater resilience to climate 
change.67 Research in 57 developing countries has shown that resource-conserving, low-input 
agricultural practices could improve productivity on 12.6 million farms, with potential for up to 
79% average crop increase.68 Finding sustainable ways of increasing production, such as these, 
are more important than ever. 

While there have been some gains in reducing hunger globally, it remains a critical challenge 
– raising questions about sustainable production and the use and distribution of food. The Mil-
lennium Development Goal to halve the proportion of people suffering from hunger by 2015 is 
unlikely to be met.69 Furthermore, with the increasing shocks faced by farmers in general, and 
poor smallholder producers in particular, tackling the root causes of food insecurity and ensuring 
sustainable production is one of the most fundamental issues to act upon at Rio+20 in order to 
ensure equity and resilience as we set out to feed a growing global population.
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Tackling climate change
Climate change is one of the great-
est environment and development 
challenges of our time. As such, 
the approaches we take to tackling 
climate change will become one of 
the most defining factors for the fu-
ture of the world’s poorest and most 
vulnerable people. The UN Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) has warned of the telltale 
signs of climate change, including 
already significant changes in rainfall 
and temperature extremes.
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Droughts are likely to occur more often in large portions of the globe; extreme rain events seen 
every 20 years are likely to occur every five to 15 years; the intensity of hurricanes will increase; 
and sea levels will rise.70b These climate events will have devastating consequences for human 
lives and livelihoods, particularly in developing countries.

Despite the scope and severity of the impacts of climate change, current efforts to mitigate emis-
sions are not nearly sufficient for keeping global warming below the 2°C threshold deemed safe 
for avoiding serious climate impacts. Emission levels forecast for 2020 would likely lead to a 
temperature increase of between 2.5–5°C by the end of the 21st century.71 It is highly unlikely 
that pledges to mitigate climate-causing activities made by countries in the UNFCCC agreement 
in Durban in 2011 will be enough to prevent warming above 2°C, unless significant emission 
reductions are made immediately.72

The World Bank has estimated that by 2030 $275 billion per year will be needed for adaptation 
and mitigation finance.73 Further estimates indicate that the cost of mitigation action needed to 
bring us to 2°C warming would be roughly 5.5% of global GDP in 2050.74 While this is signifi-
cant, it is small when weighed against the fact that inaction could cost 14% of average world 
consumption per capita.75 Furthermore, estimates show that for every dollar spent on disaster 
prevention, 7 dollars are saved in emergency aid.76 The full recognition that early action to reduce 

emissions and ensure climate adaptation is more cost effective than inaction needs to be central 
to discussions. Regardless of these factors, many developed countries most responsible for 
causing climate change have yet to step up urgent and ambitious domestic action and financial 
support for tackling climate change mitigation and adaptation both at home and abroad.

Women and children
are 14 times
more likely than men to

natural disasters70a

suffer direct
impacts of

70a UNFPA and WEDO. 2009. Climate Change Connections: Women at the forefront. New York 

70b IPCC. 2012. Summary for policymakers. In: Managing the Risks of Extreme Events and Disasters to Advance 
Climate Change Adaptation. A Special Report of Working Groups I and II of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK, and New York. 
71 United Nations Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on Global Sustainability. 2012.  
Resilient people, resilient planet. 
72 OECD. 2012. OECD Environmental Outlook to 2050: The Consequences of Inaction.  
73 World Bank. 2010. World Development Report 2010. 
74 Ibid 
75 Ibid 
76 J N Abramovitz. 2001. Unnatural disasters, Worldwatch Paper 158. Worldwatch Institute. Washington DC.  
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While climate change is largely due to pollution generated by wealthy countries in the process 
of industrialisation, developing countries will bear 75–80% of costs of the damages.77 This will 
undermine many of the development advances made in recent years. Least Developed Coun-
tries (LDCs) are some of the most vulnerable to climate change due to their limited ability to 
recover from climate stresses and their economic dependence on climate-sensitive sectors.78 
Within these countries, the world’s poorest and most vulnerable communities are already being 
hit the hardest by climate change. In the future, rice, one of the most important food staples for 
poor people, may decline in yields by 10% for every 1°C rise in temperature. Countries in sub-
Saharan Africa could experience catastrophic declines in agricultural production of 20–30% by 
2080, with some countries experiencing up to 50%.79

Many of the changes needed to put us on a sustainable path require significant investment in 
programmes and technologies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. However, there are con-
cerns that for some developing countries doing so may hinder their own development.80 Until 
now, economic growth has been closely tied to increasing emissions in most countries around 
the world, with only a few exceptions.81 This emphasises the need to move towards a green 
economy, finding ways to decouple economic growth from polluting industries and production in 
the future, while at the same time increasing human development and ensuring equity.

At the same time, even with urgent action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, the global com-
munity is confronted with the reality that we are already locked in to increasing climate change 
impacts in the coming decades. The most vulnerable people in developing countries are already 
bearing the brunt of carbon-intensive development; they need resources and tools to adapt to 
changes and make plans for climate-resilient development in the years ahead. With this in mind, 
Rio+20 must hammer home the message that development gains will be reversed unless urgent 
efforts are made to avoid irreversible climate impacts. This must be at the heart of any sustainable 
development and green economy policies and planning, and should take into account gender 
equality and inclusion of the most vulnerable communities and people.

77 World Bank. 2010. World Development Report. 
78 UNDP. Fast Facts: Climate Change in Least Developed Countries. Accessed 9 April 2012. See www.undp.org/
content/undp/en/home/librarypage/results/fast_facts/fast_facts_climatechangeinleastdevelopedcountries.html 
79 Robert Bailey. 2011. Growing a Better Future: Food justice in a resource constrained world. Oxfam. 
80 Christian Aid. 2009. Community Answers to Climate Chaos: Getting climate justice from the UNFCCC. 
81 UNDP. 2011. Human Development Report 2011.
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The path forward  
In order for the Rio+20 outcomes to  
effectively address sustainable development 
challenges in a way that is equitable and 
builds resilience, particularly for the poorest 
and most vulnerable people, it must put in 
place the appropriate objectives, mecha-
nisms and resources to enable action by 
actors at all levels. However, much of the 
success will depend upon key enabling fac-
tors such as ensuring that economic growth 
is inclusive, that good governance and  
appropriate institutions are in place, and 
that future development is based on build-
ing resilient and equitable communities.
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Given the magnitude of the challenges faced by people and the planet, 
there is growing recognition that we must overhaul our economic 
systems to create a green economy that restores and protects the 
resilience of the environment while using natural resources sustainably 
and equitably.82

This can only be done with an understanding of the root causes of the challenges we face and a 
focus on the role, purpose and resilience of our economic system. A green economy has the po-
tential to make significant changes to our world’s sustainability if grounded in policy, institutional 
and governance reforms as well as specific investments that safeguard natural capital and enable 
poor women and men to contribute to and benefit from the transition to a truly green economy.

At the same time, an overemphasis on the potential economic benefits of a green economy 
threatens to undermine its potential to deliver equitable outcomes and tackle some of the great-
est development challenges for the poorest and most vulnerable. For instance, much of the green 
economy discussion focuses on energy and clean technologies that are currently out of reach of 
the poor or that are targeted at industry specifically and therefore would not meet the everyday 
challenges of the most needy, such as household access to energy or solutions for addressing 
challenges to subsistence agriculture. 

Furthermore, too narrow a focus in the design of a green economy could undermine the potential 
for employment opportunities for low-income economies and households, which provide a way 
out of poverty. Ensuring broadly shared benefits requires looking beyond the potential growth 
of jobs in profitable green technology industries, which would likely be concentrated in a highly 
educated, skilled and often male workforce. To effectively provide long-term solutions, green 
growth will have to address ways of putting a range of skills and knowledge to productive use. 
In particular, this means ensuring that the poor and disadvantaged groups such as women, who 
receive far less education and technical training but hold invaluable experience of their local 
environments, are supported to participate in growing green employment as well as contributing 
to and benefiting from a green economy.

Ensuring economic growth  
is inclusive and sustainableKey enablers 

for equitable 
and resilient 
sustainable 
development

82 Green Economy Coalition. 2011. Green, fair and productive: How the 2012 Rio Conference can move the world 
towards a sustainable economy.
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Recommendations:
• �Commit to a rights-based approach that ensures equal participation and universal access to health services, food, water 

and sanitation services, energy, shelter, education and decent work for both current and future generations. This includes 
reaffirming the importance of gender equality and women’s rights. 

• �Ensure participation of multiple stakeholders, particularly women and unrepresented groups such as poor and vulnerable 
communities, in discussions about the reforms needed for a green and equitable economy.

• �Incorporate and link plans for a green economy to commitments made elsewhere to tackle specific dimensions of 
sustainable development challenges such as poverty, climate change, biodiversity loss, and desertification in the MDGs, 
UNFCCC, the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and UNCCD.

Gender equality and women’s empowerment
• �Ensure gender equality and women’s equal access to and control over productive resources through equal ownership, 

inheritance rights and access to credit so that they are able to contribute to equitable and resilient communities to the 
fullest of their ability. 

• �Support policies and programmes that incentivise education and training for women and girls, which they need in order 
to participate in sustainable development and opportunities generated by a green economy. This includes providing  
solutions that lift burdens off women’s and girls’ time to allow for their education and employment.

• �Undertake analysis for and dedicate resources to closing the gender gap in policies and programmes targeted at climate 
change and food security issues. This should support efforts to ensure that policies, programmes and projects for agri-
culture and food security prioritise women farmers’ participation in decision making and acknowledge their unique vul-
nerabilities and challenges, in part linked to their need for equal rights to access land, productive resources and services.

Food security
• �Ensure that discussions of a green economy draw out essential details of a green, resilient and equitable food economy. 

This requires tackling issues such as the unsustainable use of natural resources in current models and how the shift 
towards a new model of agriculture affects livelihoods, particularly those of women and smallholder farmers.

• �Prioritise sustainable and climate-resilient food production through increased investment in agro-ecological approaches, 
local food production, improved access to markets and services, and reduced waste – giving special attention to 
women, smallholders, young people and indigenous farmers. 

Climate change
• �Ensure that Rio+20 discussions fully and explicitly recognise that urgent action on climate change must be part  

of a global action plan for sustainable development.
• �Prioritise adaptation and resilience to climate change in green economy discussions as essential for the poorest  

and most vulnerable groups most affected.
• �Pursue developed country mitigation strategies, by shifting to low-carbon development pathways globally. Developed 

countries must increase their ambition level to more than 40% emission reduction below 1990 levels by 2020 and over 
80% by 2050. They must also provide finance, technology and capacity building to help developing countries invest in 
adaptation and disaster risk reduction and transition their development to low-carbon and climate-resilient pathways.
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Based on lessons learned from sustainable development implementa-
tion over the past 20 years, we know that good governance is central 
to any success and must be at the heart of the problems addressed  
at Rio+20. Good governance requires the strengthening of practices 
and institutions at all levels, as they are the foundation of inclusive 
decision-making processes and equitable resource distribution. The 
Rio+20 outcomes must deliver high-level political commitment to  
ensuring good governance and supporting rights-based approaches  
as key to delivering effective sustainable development.

Because of the complex nature of the challenges we face, we should not compartmentalise 
our efforts into environmental, social and economic divisions. We must instead reach across 
disciplines, departments and ministries. Furthermore, sustainable development planning must be 
integrated into existing and nationally owned development, environment and economic planning 
processes and mechanisms.

In light of this, there is widespread concern about the emergence of new processes to create a 
set of sustainable development goals (SDGs) at Rio+20 before previously set goals such as the 
MDGs have been met. Creation of SDGs must not in any way detract from MDG efforts and must 
be integrated into a global overarching agenda. 

However, if addressed properly, the MDG review process, a post-2015 development agenda and 
the setting of SDGs can create synergies in work towards equitable and resilient communities 
by pooling expertise, information and resources. In addition, they can amplify the efforts and 
achievements of one another.

Alignment and good governance of initiatives such as these to tackle the heart of the sustainable 
development challenges must form the backbone of a significant reform agenda that guides 
policies, programmes and participation of key stakeholders to ensure effective and equitable 
outcomes.

The private sector can play an important role in delivering these changes. However, many of the 
players who are placing themselves at the heart of a green economy agenda have previously 
been the drivers of unsustainable production and consumption patterns. Therefore, there is a 
need for strong social safeguards, equal participation of civil society and affected communities, 
and an exploration of the extent to which profit is becoming the driver for achieving widespread 
change.

While governments and large businesses may be hesitant to give stronger rights to local people, 
evidence shows that there are numerous opportunities for profitable enterprise, job creation and 
sustainable natural resource management. In addition, local control of natural assets is the surest 
route to increasing investment in, and sustainable use of, many of our natural resources.83

Lack of investment has been one of the largest barriers to implementing sustainable development 
and putting in place governing structures and institutions for driving greener economies. A shift 
to truly green economies will require investment globally. However, dedicated finance from devel-
oped countries is particularly needed, in order to create appropriate institutions and governance 
structures, enable the transfer of green technologies and techniques, provide good education and 
training, and develop green skills and jobs in countries where financial resources are most scarce. 
But this investment should not come at the cost of providing for basic needs, many of which are 
not currently being met. Therefore, finance such as Overseas Development Assistance should 
complement sustainable development efforts without diverting necessary development funds.

These fundamental issues are key to successful implementation of sustainable development 
and genuine shifts towards a green economy. Twenty years after the first Rio commitments were 
made; very few have been carried out. This makes tackling critical operational issues such as 
good governance and adequate finance essential for solutions to the urgent problems we face as 
well as making the outcomes of Rio+20 effective in putting us on the right path.

83 Camilla Toulmin. 2012. A three-point action plan for a fair, sustainable world. The International Institute for 
Environment and Development.

Promoting good governance and appropriate institutions



23
Sustainable development 

One Planet – One Future
The path forward 

Recommendations:
• �Recognise that solutions to these crises must be based on principles of good governance and equity, including common but 

different responsibility for developed and developing countries based on their historic responsibilities and current capabilities.
• �Create a set of universal sustainable development goals (SDGs) that address all three (economic, environmental, social) 

dimensions of sustainable development alongside the drivers of poverty and inequality. SDGs must be fully integrated 
into an overarching post-2015 development agenda and should prioritise cross-cutting issues such as gender equality 
and climate change as part of indicators for issues like agriculture, health and water.

• �Ensure that plans for a green economy link to existing governance structures and resources in order to tackle specific 
dimensions of sustainable development challenges such as poverty, climate change, biodiversity loss, and desertification 
in the MDGs, UNFCCC, the CBD and UNCCD.

Gender equality and women’s empowerment
• �Remove all barriers that prevent women’s full societal and economic participation to enable them to be equal drivers of 

sustainable development. Gender-responsive sustainable development institutions and policies should be promoted, such 
as quotas that advance women’s participation and leadership at all levels.

• �Undertake gender budgeting and ensure that resources are dedicated to polices and programmes that support women’s 
ability to equally participate in sustainable development decision making, tackle sustainable development challenges they 
face, and contribute to solutions to the fullest of their capacity.

Food security
• �Establish national structures for addressing food security and following up the implementation of the findings of key  

bodies such as the International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology for Development 
(IAASTD). Such structures should operate with the full participation of women, small-scale farmers, peasants,  
pastoralists, fishers and other small-scale food providers.

• �Create mechanisms to regulate the root causes of price volatility, such as market speculation, and design safety nets 
to reduce food insecurity and the impacts of price volatility on long-term development. These mechanisms should be 
designed in advance of crisis and in consultation with the most vulnerable people, such as smallholder farmers, poor 
households and women farmers.

• �Increase investment in initiatives and governance mechanisms that improve access by smallholder farmers, particularly 
women, to land, resources, information and extension services, with the aim of increasing productivity and food  
security and increasing the use of climate-resilient agro-ecological farming practices.

Climate change
• �Commit new and additional long-term finance for developing countries to reduce their emissions and adapt to  

the impacts of climate change, with a particular focus on addressing adaptation needs.
• �Incorporate a special focus on prioritising the needs of the poorest and most vulnerable people and countries  

as recipients of support.
• �Ensure that governments include a gender perspective in their climate change policies and programmes, and that they 

strengthen mechanisms and dedicate resources to ensure women’s full and equal participation in climate change and 
environmental decision making at all levels.

on principles of
good governance

solutions to these crises

must be based

and equity
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The world has seen an increasing number of interconnected crises 
– including the financial crisis, the food crisis and increasing climate 
change crisis. Vulnerability to such shocks is rooted in poverty, gender 
inequality, a lack of fulfilment of basic human rights, and reliance upon 
increasingly degraded environments. 

Without adequate response and proper resilience strategies, ongoing shocks have the potential 
to undermine the development gains of past decades. 

Strategies for responding to shocks can affect how many people will live in poverty. They can 
also influence the extent and impact of natural disasters, health and community well-being, the 
sustainability of housing and food supplies, educational ambitions and the likelihood of meaning-
ful work opportunities, among others.84 Governments can build resilience to such shocks with 
policies that build long-term adaptive capacity and that promote diverse economic activities and 
climate-resilient growth.85

However, thus far a significant amount of economic growth has not only been volatile and led to 
economic and social shocks but also been based on undermining natural resources and the en-
vironment we rely upon. This is reflected in the fact that countries that have grown the most and 
that have advanced the most quickly in improving human development are those where carbon 
emissions per capita have also grown the fastest, contributing to future crises.86

Natural disasters, many of which are related to climate change, are on the rise and are some of 
the leading sources of economic shocks in addition to having lasting social and environmental 
impacts. The world’s poorest are bearing the brunt of the impacts and yet are least able to deal 
with the consequences: 85% of people exposed are in developing countries.87 Within those 
countries, groups that are already marginalised, such as the ultra-poor, women and children, are 
most affected and least resilient to these shocks.

Inequitable distribution of fatalities is one of the most immediate impacts of natural disasters. Over 
95% of deaths from natural disasters occurred in developing countries from 1970 to 2008.88 
In addition, gender inequalities and socio-economic status account for the fact that disasters, 
on average, kill more women at an earlier age than men according to data from 141 countries 
between 1981 and 2002.89 As a result, women in developing countries are significantly more at 
risk in the face of increasing extreme weather events from climate change and other disasters.

Many families are left in poverty following natural disasters due to loss of assets and property. 
Fluctuating incomes due to changes in rainfall and crop productivity may also put additional strain 
on poor families. In the face of increasing challenges such as these, families often send girls to 
work outside the home while boys are more likely to be kept in school.90

Managing risks and building resilience

of environmental degradation, drought,
most severe threats
and natural resource reliant livelihoods face the

1.3 billion people

climate change

working in agriculture, fishing,
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Recommendations:
• �Use Rio+20 as an opportunity to acknowledge the lack of delivery on previous 

commitments agreed at Rio in 1992 and the continuing risks to economic and social 
stability and environmental integrity.

• �Ensure climate change mitigation and adaptation goals and commitments are central 
in discussions about a green economy as well as how they can be integrated into 
national and international environmental, social and economic development goals 
and planning processes to build resilient communities.

Gender equality and women’s empowerment
• �Ensure that analysis of and response to economic shocks and natural disasters 

include a gender dimension. In addition, the participation of women and the most 
vulnerable must be ensured in disaster risk management planning to properly identify 
gender-specific risks and appropriate responses.

Food security
• �Prioritise increased agricultural productivity, climate resilience and sustainability, par-

ticularly for smallholder farmers for example, by supporting and promoting conserva-
tion agriculture practices, restoration of degraded soils, and agricultural biodiversity.

• �Ensure that increased agricultural productivity is based on approaches that build 
resilience of the poorest and ensure adequate nutrient-rich and diverse food that 
goes beyond the measure of calorie values.

• �Enhance government capacity to implement social protection schemes and link 
emergency food assistance to longer-term food security responses and ensure com-
munities’ nutrition needs are met.

Climate change
• �Refocus attention on the need for deep, urgent and legally binding emission reduc-

tions by developed nations, and also on the need for adequate and predictable 
funding to enable developing countries to undertake low-carbon development and 
implement adaptation options.

• �Redesign existing approaches and scale up resources to address vulnerability and 
build resilience and adaptive capacity, particularly of the most vulnerable people, 
communities and ecosystems.

• �Prepare for loss and damage from climate impacts and devise proposals for mecha-
nisms that can address rehabilitation and compensation, given that there are limits to 
the extent to which people, communities and ecosystems can adapt.

Extreme weather events also compromise food security, nutrition and ultimately earning potential. 
These shocks can be compounded by economic pressures as well as political upheaval and 
conflict. For instance, a study found that children who were exposed to shocks from drought and 
war in Zimbabwe received .85 grades less of schooling, were 3.4cm shorter and earned 14% 
less over their lifetime.91

Finally, natural disasters undermine public infrastructure investments and human capital vital to 
countries’ economic and social development. For instance, natural disasters have taken a sig-
nificant toll on health systems in developing countries. In the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, 61% 
of health facilities in Aceh, Indonesia were damaged and 30% of midwives were killed or lost 
their practices, leading to a public health crisis in an area where midwives provide 80–90% of 
neonatal care.92

Governments have become increasingly aware that economic, environmental and social shocks 
pose an increasing risk to the world’s growing population and that our communities must be built 
to be resilient to the changes taking place around us. However, organisations such as the United 
Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction have emphasised how little progress has 
been made over the past two decades on implementation of commitments; this is reflected in 
the increasing vulnerability and exposure of communities and their assets to disaster risks. The 
recent financial crisis and the ongoing volatility in food prices are yet further reminders of how 
much further we have to go in building a resilient, equitable and sustainable future.

84 UNDP. 2011. Towards Human Resilience: Sustaining MDG Progress in an Age of Economic Uncertainty. 
85 Camilla Toulmin. 2012. A three-point action plan for a fair, sustainable world. The International Institute for 
Environment and Development. 
86 UNDP. 2011. Human Development Report 2011. 
87 Inter-Parliamentary Union and ISDR. 2010. Disaster Risk Reduction: An Instrument for Achieving the Millennium 
Development Goals. Geneva. 
88 IPCC. 2012. Summary for Policymakers.  
89 The gendered nature of natural disasters: the impact of catastrophic events on the gender gap in life expec-
tancy, 1981–2002. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 97 (3). pp 551–66. 
90 Plan International. 2011. Weathering the Storm: Adolescent girls and climate change. 
91 UNDP. 2011. Human Development Report 2011. 
92 Inter-Parliamentary Union and ISDR. 2010. Disaster Risk Reduction: An Instrument for Achieving the Millennium 
Development Goals. Geneva.
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We now live in an increasingly interdependent globalised society – 
sharing the resources, benefits and challenges this poses. Twenty 
years after the first Rio UNCED conference, the world is facing an 
increasing number of interdependent global and local crises that are 
becoming increasingly interconnected and complex. At the same time, 
the science is increasingly clear that if we fail to act with urgency and 
ambition, the costs and impacts for all will be much higher. What we 
choose to do over the next few years will dictate whether or not we 
reach a point of no return, or whether we achieve true sustainability to 
the extent needed in order to continue to call this one planet our home. 

Towards the great transition
This transition requires unprecedented global leadership in government, multilateral agencies 
and civil society to renew commitments to tackling challenges such as gender inequality, food 
security and climate change. But commitments alone are not enough. They must be met with a 
sense of immediate urgency and political will at a level greater than what we have seen in the 
past decades and must be based on coordination, fulfilment of existing promises and a shared 
vision for sustainable development. 

The path ahead of us is rife with many challenges – challenges that require building equitable 
and resilient communities. We have the resources and much of the know-how to tackle them. 
However, we need a new kind of solution, one that is demonstrated by tangible action rather than 
words, that provides dedicated resources and measurable efforts, and that offers an opportunity 
for everyone to participate in and benefit from our common future. There has never been a more 
urgent time for action to right glaring social and environmental injustices of our current society 
and to chart a new course for a truly sustainable, equitable and resilient future for our one planet.  
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