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1. In the middle of the 20th century, we saw our planet from space for the first time. Historians may eventually 
find that this vision had a greater impact on thought than did the Copernican revolution of the 16th century, 
which upset the human self-image by revealing that the Earth is not the centre of the universe. From space, we 
see a small and fragile ball dominated not by human activity and edifice but by a pattern of clouds, oceans, 
greenery, and soils. Humanity's inability to fit its activities into that pattern is changing planetary systems, 
fundamentally. Many such changes are accompanied by life-threatening hazards. This new reality, from which 
there is no escape, must be recognized - and managed.  

2. Fortunately, this new reality coincides with more positive developments new to this century. We can move 
information and goods faster around the globe than ever before; we can produce more food and more goods 
with less investment of resources; our technology and science gives us at least, the potential to look deeper 
into and better understand natural systems. From space, we can see and study the Earth as an organism 
whose health depends on the health of al its parts. We have the power to reconcile human affairs with natural 
laws and to thrive in the process. In this our cultural and spiritual heritages can reinforce our economic interests 
and survival imperatives.  

3. This Commission believes that people can build a future that is more prosperous, more just, and more 
secure. Our report, Our Common Future , is not a prediction of ever increasing environmental decay, poverty, 
and hardship in an ever more polluted world among ever decreasing resources. We see instead the possibility 
for a new era of economic growth, one that must be based on policies that sustain and expand the 
environmental resource base. And we believe such growth to be absolutely essential to relieve the great 
poverty that is deepening in much of the developing world.  

4. But the Commission's hope for the future is conditional on decisive political action now to begin managing 
environmental resources to ensure both sustainable human progress and human survival. We are not 
forecasting a future; we are serving a notice - an urgent notice based on the latest and best scientific evidence - 
that the time has come to take the decisions needed to secure the resources to sustain this and coming 
generations. We do not offer a detailed blueprint for action, but instead a pathway by which the peoples of the 
world may enlarge their spheres of cooperation.  

I. The Global Challenge 

1. Successes and failures 

5. Those looking for success and signs of hope can find many: infant mortality is falling; human life expectancy 
is increasing; the proportion of the world's adults who can read and write is climbing; the proportion of children 
starting school is rising; and global food production increases faster than the population grows.  

6. But the same processes that have produced these gains have given rise to trends that the planet and its 
people cannot long bear. These have traditionally been divided into failures of 'development' and failures in the 
management of our human environment. On the development side, in terms of absolute numbers there are 
more hungry people in the world than ever before, and their numbers are increasing. So are the numbers who 
cannot read or write, the numbers without safe water or safe and sound homes, and the numbers short of 
woodfuel with which to cook and warm themselves. The gap between rich and poor nations is widening - not 
shrinking - and there is little prospect, given present trends and institutional arrangements, that this process will 
be reversed.  

7. There are also environmental trends that threaten to radically alter the planet, that threaten the lives of many 
species upon it. including the human species. Each year another 6 million hectares of productive dryland turns 
into worthless desert. Over three decades, this would amount to an area roughly as large as Saudi Arabia. 
More than 11 million hectares of forests are destroyed yearly, and this, over three decades, would equal an 
area about the size of India. Much of this forest is converted to low-grade farmland unable to support the 
farmers who settle it. In Europe, acid precipitation kills forests and lakes and damages the artistic and 
architectural heritage of nations; it may have acidified vast tracts of soil beyond reasonable hope of repair. The 
burning of fossil fuels puts into the atmosphere carbon dioxide, which is causing gradual global warming. This 
'greenhouse effect' may by early next century have increased average global temperatures enough to shift 
agricultural production areas, raise sea levels to flood coastal cities, and disrupt national economies. Other 
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because we can get away with it: future generations do not vote; they have no political or financial power; they 
cannot challenge our decisions.  

26. But the results of the present profligacy are rapidly closing the options for future generations. Most of 
today's decision makers will be dead before the planet feels; the heavier effects of acid precipitation, global 
warming, ozone depletion, or widespread desertification and species loss. Most of the young voters of today 
will still be alive. In the Commission's hearings it was the young, those who have the most to lose, who were 
the harshest critics of the planet's present management.  

3. Sustainable Development 

27. Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. The concept of sustainable 
development does imply limits - not absolute limits but limitations imposed by the present state of technology 
and social organization on environmental resources and by the ability of the biosphere to absorb the effects of 
human activities. But technology and social organization can be both managed and improved to make way for a 
new era of economic growth. The Commission believes that widespread poverty is no longer inevitable. Poverty 
is not only an evil in itself, but sustainable development requires meeting the basic needs of all and extending 
to all the opportunity to fulfil their aspirations for a better life. A world in which poverty is endemic will always be 
prone to ecological and other catastrophes.  

28. Meeting essential needs requires not only a new era of economic growth for nations in which the majority 
are poor, but an assurance that those poor get their fair share of the resources required to sustain that growth. 
Such equity would be aided by political systems that secure effective citizen participation in decision making 
and by greater democracy in international decision making.  

29. Sustainable global development requires that those who are more affluent adopt life-styles within the 
planet's ecological means - in their use of energy, for example. Further, rapidly growing populations can 
increase the pressure on resources and slow any rise in living standards; thus sustainable development can 
only be pursued if population size and growth are in harmony with the changing productive potential of the 
ecosystem.  

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

4. The Institutional Gaps 

31. The objective of sustainable development and the integrated nature of the global environment/development 
challenges pose problems for institutions, national and international, that were established on the basis of 
narrow preoccupations and compartmentalized concerns. Governments' general response to the speed and 
scale of global changes has been a reluctance to recognize sufficiently the need to change themselves. The 
challenges are both interdependent and integrated, requiring comprehensive approaches and popular 
participation.  

32. Yet most of the institutions facing those challenges tend to be independent, fragmented, working to 
relatively narrow mandates with closed decision processes. Those responsible for managing natural resources 
and protecting the environment are institutionally separated from those responsible for managing the economy. 
The real world of interlocked economic and ecological systems will not change; the policies and institutions 
concerned must.  

33. There is a growing need for effective international cooperation to manage ecological and economic 
interdependence. Yet at the same time, confidence in international organizations is diminishing and support for 
them dwindling.  


