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The Realisation of Sustainable Development

In his welcome address, Dr Reinhard Hart-
stein, Administrative Director and Deputy 
Director General from Deutsche Welle in 
Bonn, argued that freedom of speech as 
well as the adherence to demo cracy and in-
ternational human rights forms the basis of 
sustainable development (SD). 

Wolfgang Schmitt, Managing Director 
of the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische 
Zusammenarbeit (GTZ) outlined the nature 
of SD as it is embedded in the corporate phi-
losophy of GTZ. In reference to the Brundt-
land Commission’s definition of SD and 
elements added by the Rio Conventions in 
1992, the philosophy incorporates the triple 
bottom line and involves the provi sion of 
basic needs for the least advantaged, intra-
generational equity, the just treatment of 
future generations, inter-generational eq-
uity as well as the pursuit of gender equity. 
In addition he noted, that peace remains 
the key prerequisite for sustainable devel-
opment. 

Professor Sabine von Schorlemer, Chair of 
the Executive Committee of the Develop-
ment and Peace Foundation, presented the 
Bonn Symposium as a new international 
con ference in Bonn, focusing annually on 
different aspects of SD and providing an 
international platform for discourse in the 
field. The Symposium seeks to strengthen 
the network between international NGOs, 
foundations, organisations, United Nations 
institutions and ministries in Bonn, in order 

During the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 delegates from 178 nations revealed the Agenda 21 
action programme and adopted an overall concept of sustainable development. Ten years after the Rio 
conference, the participants of the Johannesburg Summit recommitted to the implementation of Agenda 
21 alongside the pursuit of the millennium development goals (MDGs). Conceptually, sustainable 
development was identified as consisting of three mutually reinforcing pillars; economic development, 
social development, and environmental protection (the triple bottom line). The prin ciple of sustainable 
development provides a holistic approach for addressing global challenges. Although states, 
international organisations and companies worldwide have committed themselves to sustainability, 
there has to date been little implementation in practice. This was the initial starting point of the Bonn 
Symposium 2008 on the 4th and 5th of December 2008, entitled “Sustainable Development - from 
Principle to Practice”, moderated by Conny Czymoch, a leading presenter at Phoenix TV.

to affirm the identity of Bonn as a UN city 
in the long run.

Turning point not yet reached

The initial key note speech by Chief Emeka 
Anyaoku, former Secretary-General of the 
Commonwealth, member of the World 
Commission on Forests and Sustainable 
Development and President of WWF In-
ternational, affirmed that one cannot aim 
to solve global environmental problems 
without adopting a holistic perspective on 
environmental problems, poverty and in-
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equality. The loss of natural infrastructure 
is often felt most strongly at the expense of 
developing countries in ecological, social 
and economic terms. The problem needs to 
be perceived as two-fold: developed coun-
tries continue to pursue economic growth 
with minimal regard for the environmental 
consequences, and in an attempt to allevi-
ate poverty developing countries endeav-
our the same devastating paths of industri-
alisation and economic development. If we, 
as a global population, continue to pursue 
our present lifestyle, then “within 20 years 
we will need the equivalent of two planets 
to meet humanity’s needs.“ Furthermore, 
Anyaoku drawing on findings from WWF’s 
Living Planet Index, made evident some 
of the practical implications of our devel-
opment: “Loss in biodiversity will conse-
quently mean less food security for mil-
lions of people, global water scarcity, fewer 
medicines, higher vulnerability to natural 
disasters and an amplification of the effects 
of global warming”. To date, he concluded, 
“we have not yet reached a turning point 
towards a better conservation of species.”

Anyaoku called explicitly for a better man-
agement of natural resources, improved 
intergovernmental and organisational co-
operation between developing and devel-

oped nations in order to save the planet for 
forthcoming generations. He added, greater 
technology transfer from North to South as 
well as a higher recognition of developing 
countries’ explicit needs remains crucial. 
“When we consider forest protection and 
cutting paper use, we should think about 
sustainable production (…) that can yet still 
meet the ecological and economic needs of 
people in developing countries”. 

Anyaoku identified WWF’s key practical 
contribution in terms of promoting multi- 
stakeholder partnerships in different sec-
tors that pioneer sustainable production 
and corporate purchasing of commodities 
(oil, soy, timber, cotton, etc). Key partners 
in the initiative have included IKEA, Coca 
Cola and Unilever. Furthermore, WWF has 
been a leading supporter of sustainability 
certifications including Marine Steward-
ship Council (MSC) and Forest Steward-
ship Council (FSC) certifications.

Implementing SD in Amazonia

The second keynote speech focused region-
ally upon Amazonia in Brazil. Dr Maritta 
von Bieberstein Koch-Weser, former Di-
rector General of IUCN – The World Con-
servation Union, and Founder and Presi-
dent of Earth3000, argued that the region 
was significant in current discussions of SD 
as the burning and clearing of rainforest in 
the region accounts for approximately 20% 
of annual global CO2 emissions. Von Bie-
berstein Koch-Weser illustratively pointed 
out that “once 50% deforestation of the 
rainforest has been reached, it will become 
impossible to prevent the so called ‘savan-
nisation’ of the region”. 

Reflecting back, until two years ago farm-
ers in the region attained strong public 
support for the large-scale conversion of 
rainforest into agricultural land, while to 
date Brazil has one of the most forthcom-
ing legislations for the preservation of the 
rainforests. Von Bieberstein Koch-Weser 
recognised the importance of conservation 
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programmes, often in cooperation with 
native Indian reserves and private sector 
land concessions for sustainable projects. 
In essence, as a form of public forest man-
agement concessions do not entail owner-
ship of the land but of its use. In addition 
to conservation initiatives, she addressed 
advancements made in capacity building 
programmes in state institutions and with 
the local population serving to improve the 
perceptive value of the rainforest.

Providing an outlook on forthcoming posi-
tive developments, von Bieberstein Koch-
Weser referred to the Copenhagen Climate 
Conference 2009 and its potential to secure 
more funds for nature preservation, as well 
as an increase in partnerships between na-
tional governments and the private/corpo-
rate sector. Exemplary is the collaboration 
between Marriott Hotels Inc. and Amazo-
nas Sustainable Foundation, Fundação Ama-
zonas Sustentável, whereby hotel guests are 
able to offset the greenhouse gas emissions 
generated from their hotel stays by contrib-
uting to the rainforest fund. As a conclud-
ing remark, she argued that, “our current 
challenge is to propel these positive devel-
opments faster”.

SD as a business strategy

Dr Monika Wulf-Mathies, former Europe-
an Commissioner and Managing Director 
of the Corporate Department ‘Public Policy 
and Sustainability’ of Deutsche Post World 
Net (DP), provided an overview of the ben-
efits and challenges associated with the in-
tegration of SD into the corporate strategy 
of a company. “The underlying tenet of 
success being that SD principles need to be 
repeatedly targeted towards the long term 
profit goals of the company”, i.e. the long-
term profit strategy needs to be founded 
on the three pillars of SD. Wulf-Mathies 
did refer critically to the implementation of 
SD as a principle, noting that it was only 
accepted after oil prices rose significantly. 
Within 18 months it was then accepted by 
the management. 

To date, the corporate strategy of DP, based 
on SD, has contributed to a motivation of 
employees, improved risk management 
and public reputation as well as strength-
ening the overall competitive capacity of 
the company.  

Wulf-Mathies pointed out that the target 
goal of DP’s climate change programme, 
‘Go Green’, aims to reduce the company’s 
CO2 emissions by 10% by 2012 and 30% 
by 2020. This goal has been developed in 
response to problems posed by climate 
change, customer demand and financial 
market trends. GoGreen requires making 
the products, services and operations of 
DP and its sub-organisation more CO2 ef-
ficient, as well as placing a greater depend-
ency on regenerative energy sources in its 
buildings and power plants. However, “the 
practical implementation of SD often bears 
conflict between the short- and long-term 
goals of the company”. To date, “we need 
to ensure that the current financial crisis 
does not subordinate our long-term goal.“ 

Wulf-Mathies emphasised that DP under-
stands “Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) both as an obligation to take part in 
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the resolution of society’s problems as well 
as to ensure our company’s long term suc-
cess.“ She elaborated that in order to con-
tribute to the resolution of society’s prob-
lems DP focuses upon its key competency: 
logistics. Internationally DHL, an express 
logistics division of DP, has formed partner-
ships with UN organisation, including UN-
OCHA (UN Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs) for the development 
of international Disaster Response Teams 
(DRTs). DRTs provide logistical support at 
international airports during humanitar-
ian disasters. In conclusion, Wulf-Mathies 
upheld the standpoint that sustainability 
anchored in a corporate strategy not only 
bears benefits for society but also ensures 
corporate success.

Measuring the global performance of 
businesses

In response to the question whether com-
panies and corporations enter into partner-
ships with WWF solely out of CSR motiva-
tions, Anyaoku focused on Coca Cola and 
Lafarge as exemplary partners. He referred 
to water saving targets that have been ne-
gotiated with Coca Cola and the develop-
ment of more eco-friendly manufacturing 
processes (reduction of water use, fossil fuel 
consumption, emissions control, etc) with 
Lafarge. He noted that WWF has a good 
connection to the international market and 
the panda as a logo has developed into a 
beneficiary market value for the partners 
themselves. “We choose our partner com-
panies based on the contribution they make 
towards conservation. We give them the 
logo that provides them with respectability, 
and they contribute to conservation.”

The discussion proceeded to question 
WWF’s ability to determine partners’ glo-
bal performance with regards to ensuring 
SD standards. Anyaoku responded that 
WWF evaluates a company’s performance 
in different countries and reserves the right 
to terminate the partnership if standards 
are not complied with. “Shell for instance, 

has been flaring gas in Nigeria for years, we 
would therefore not enter into negotiations 
with them”. 

With respect to certification schemes for 
sustainable production/management, 
von Bieberstein Koch-Weser critically re-
marked that these schemes are essential, 
however it is important to ensure that all 
stages of the production chain or manage-
ment are certified as opposed to individual 
ones. Furthermore she added, that it is dif-
ficult to measure the global performance of 
companies and corporations with respect 
to sustainability “template like”.

Deutsche Post World Net: a role model?

Wulf-Mathies reintroduced the viewpoint 
of a company, noting that DP sees itself and 
its SD strategy as a role model. “We have 
managed to successfully integrate the key 
principles of SD into all our business proc-
esses”, ranging from investments, trans-
port (use of hybrid vehicles), purchasing 
policies, to energy use (the Bonn Post Tow-
er is supplied with green electricity). Fur-
thermore, she highlighted the importance 
of a ‘transparent’ model of SD with strong 
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public commitments. Third parties are able 
to regularly verify the transparency and in-
tegrity of GoGreen. Transparency is also vi-
tal in social standards, she added, indicat-
ing that DP’s Code of Conduct is based on 
the UN Global Compact and International 
Labour Organisation (ILO) norms.

A participant critically remarked that ISO 
14001 standards, on which the sustainabil-
ity model of DP is based, are outdated par-
ticularly in contrast to the improved legal 
compliance, environmental performance 
and public environmental reporting of the 
EU Eco-Management and Audit Scheme 
(EMAS). Would EMAS standards not be 
more suitable? Wulf-Mathies stated that 
DP recognises the existence of other interna-
tional environmental management schemes 
and their corresponding standards, howev-
er identified ISO 14001 as a stepping stone 
towards other models. Furthermore, she 
questioned the applicability of EMAS out-
side of the EU for an internationally operat-
ing business like DP.

Global financial crisis: will SD be 
undermined?

The financial crisis was not perceived as an 
inevitable turning point for international 
policy and a recommitment to the MDGs 
and sustainable development. Wulf-Math-
ies, in contrast, reaffirmed the view that 
companies which have incorporated the 
principles of SD into their busi-
ness strategy will be less hard 
struck by the current financial 
crisis. Von Bieberstein Koch-
Weser noted that the crisis 
should propel changes at an in-
dividual level: “We as custom-
ers should begin to differenti-
ate among different banks” as 
banks play a key role in financ-
ing responsible environmental 
and social development. 

Anyaoku reaffirmed von Bie-
berstein Koch-Weser’s stance 

stating that banks should become more sen-
sitive to lending policies vis-à-vis ecological 
practice. However, he also argued that cur-
rent focus upon the financial crisis remains 
misconceived as the global ecological crisis 
has reached far more urgent proportions. 
Measuring a nation’s economic develop-
ment in terms of its Gross Domestic Prod-
uct (GDP) and according to the Human 
Development Index (HDI) of the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
is inconsistent with the attention SD contin-
ues to receive in international discourse. “I 
would argue that development should be 
measured on the basis of its ecological im-
plications.”

SD: global or national regulations?

The final round turned to climate change 
regulations whereby Czymoch questioned 
whether, from a company’s perspective, 
climate change regulations should be gov-
erned nationally or globally? Wulf-Mathies 
called for more “intelligent regulations” 
comprising clear goals and their global 
implementation, specifically with respect 
to airfreight emission caps. Referring to 
the position of DP World Net in competi-
tion with American logistic enterprises, she 
argued that since customers today remain 
price orientated, regulations have to be im-
plemented globally and sector-wide in or-
der to prevent competitive drawbacks.
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The concept of sustainable development has gained increased focus among public institutions as well 
as private enterprises. These recognise that sustainable development as a global paradigm is a bottom-
up process requiring changes at a local and regional level. The first plenary session focused upon the 
extent to which sustainable development has been established in the work of public institutions. What 
benefits and competitive advantages does sustainability offer companies? What role does sustainability 
play in the face of global financial constraints? To what extent has the principle of sustainability been 
anchored in education?

Dr Thomas E. Banning, Managing Direc-
tor of Naturstrom AG opened the session by 
stating outright that large businesses and 
sustainability models are irreconcilable pri-
marily due to their listing on the stock mar-
ket which inevitably makes them purely 
profit orientated. The underlying problem 
is not attributable to businesses themselves 
but to the mind-set of the individuals they 
employ: “Maximisation of profit has be-
come a norm for us. With this indoctrinated 
profit maximisation you achieve little more 
than the destruction of the natural world.” 
On the other hand, small, middle-sized and 
owner-driven businesses are more likely to 
act sustainable, their ability being rooted in 
the intention of inheriting the business to 
future generations.

He argued that the German state however 
fails to fully support small and middle-
sized businesses. After the “so-called liber-
alisation” of the German electricity market 
starting in 1998 there were fifty suppliers of 
green electricity, of which only four are still 
operational. The state had failed to estab-
lish a system of fair competition. To date, 
Banning estimates that approximately 
half a million households in Germany are 
customers of green electricity suppliers. 
Naturstrom AG is the smallest of these four 
suppliers. 

Banning called for a stricter redefinition of 
green electricity suppliers in terms of ensur-
ing a dependence upon regional renewable 
energy sources and in allowing for a certain 
proportion of the profits to be fed into de-
veloping new renewable energy projects. 

Only by building new capacities can carbon 
emissions be reduced sustainably. He add-
ed that out of the four electricity suppliers 
currently labelled ‘green’ in Germany, only 
two reinvest into the development of new 
sources.

SD as a long term dialogue process

Michael Staaden, desk officer for sustain-
ability and eco-efficiency in the Ministry for 
the Environment, Forests and Consumer 
Protection of Rheinland-Pfalz outlined the 
regional SD model of Rheinland-Pfalz, de-
veloped in 2005, which is directly based on 
Agenda 21. The strategy aims to respond 
to challenges emanating from economic, 
climate, environmental and demographic 

A Concept for Improving our Future Prospects?
Sustainability in the Work of Public Institutions and Private Enterprises

If we wait until corporations turn, then we will be 
waiting too long: Thomas E. Banning



changes, which have direct regional and lo-
cal impacts. Staaden emphasised that with 
respect to SD, Rheinland-Pfalz wants to be 
a national ‘forerunner’, having enacted a 
regional commitment towards SD as early 
as 1999.

He argued that a key tenet of the scientifical-
ly grounded SD strategy is the dialogue be-
tween all parties, actors and social groups. 
“We consider SD as being a long term dia-
logue process in itself”. Furthermore, he 
elaborated that the Rheinland-Pfalz SD 
strategy defines 22 operational fields and 
associated evaluative indicators for each 
field. Specific to each field are best-practice 
examples and regional projects that docu-
ment and substantiate SD as a process. 

Key elements in the implementation of the 
SD strategy are the development of part-
nerships (with the German military, banks, 
universities, etc.), the promotion of civil 
engagement, the development of regional 
renewable energy sources, conservation 
of biodiversity, consumer protection, sus-
tainable consumption, education for sus-
tainability, the integration of sustainability 
into regional governmental institutions (for 
instance an increased focus on gender eq-
uity), and direct cooperation with commu-
nities.

Germany’s infrastructure, largely inapt?

One of the key implementers of the Rhein-
land-Pfalz SD strategy, presented by 
Staaden, is ICLEI (Local Governments for 
Sustainability). Wolfgang Teubner, Execu-
tive Director of the European Secretariat 
of ICLEI, argued that in many respects the 
infrastructure of German cities makes the 
practical implementation of SD problem-
atic. He critically stated that “80% of the 
infrastructure in Germany is currently in-
apt”, explaining that the infrastructure was 
developed when Germany was in its ‘boom 
years’. The changes necessary today require 
long-term planning. Referring to German 
sewage systems drying up due to reduced 

water consumption in households, he re-
stated that sustainable lifestyle changes are 
necessary. SD therefore needs to be imple-
mented in all aspects of urban planning, 
primarily in terms of spatial planning and 
management. Furthermore, with regards 
to energy supply, he urgently called for 
a more need-based, decentralised energy 
supply.

Education for sustainable development

Maja Zarini, Head of Communications of 
the UNESCO International Centre for Tech-
nical and Vocational Education and Train-
ing (UNEVOC) in Bonn, turned the focus 
to education for SD. Describing the work 
of UNESCO/UNEVOC and in particular 
TVET (Technical Vocational Education and 
Training) she urged for the need to inte-
grate the principles, values, and practices 
of sustainable development into all aspects 
of education. TVET is implemented in edu-
cational institutions in order to bring about 
improvements in general education, tech-
nological knowledge, scientific understand-
ing, as well as the acquisition of practical 
skills and attitudes to meet newly emerg-
ing international needs in different sectors. 
Zarini argued positively that the UN Dec-

Rheinland-Pfalz wants to be a national forerunner 
towards SD: Michael Staaden
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ade of Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment, 2005-2014, will bring about signifi-
cant changes in individual behaviour. 

In the subsequent plenary discussion, 
Teubner emphasised that educating in-
dividuals about SD requires an increased 
public participation and foremost a more 
precise redefinition of SD goals and proc-
esses. The goal of sustainability is the same 
for developing and developed nations and 
their towns. What differentiates them are 
the conditions on the ground; i.e. “priori-
ties set” and “efforts made”. Furthermore, 
he underlined that promoting participa-
tion on its own remains ineffective. What 
is needed is a redefinition of educational 
target groups. Public administrators and 
policy-makers should comprise an educa-
tional target group of their own.

Staaden added that in this respect, 
Rheinland-Pfalz operates widely with 
craftsmen and their regional chambers, 
having developed a new profession for the 
‘consultancy for buildings and energy use’. 
In response to Teubner, he noted that as we 
are currently in the UN Decade of Education 
for Sustainability, its mid-term evaluations 

in 2009 should highlight key findings with 
regards to the effective integration of SD 
into educational systems. 

Staaden noted in the course of the discus-
sion that youths need to be integrated into 
the conceptual design of SD programs, mak-
ing reference to a regional youth-for-youth 
environmental education model. Further-
more, he returned to Banning’s concern 
regarding the adoption of SD strategies by 
large businesses and pointed out the im-
portance of defining large businesses as a 
target group of ‘education for SD’. Banning 
in contrast voiced his position more criti-
cally, stating that large businesses need to 
be actively confronted with regards to their 
SD policies, “if we wait until corporations 
turn, then we will be waiting too long”.

SD needs to be incorporated into 
peoples’ mindset

Banning responded to a question on the 
people’s general mindset towards SD and 
identified two key problems: a) the values 
and norms we receive from our parents 
and b) the lack of knowledge with regards 
to the facets of environmental, social, and 
economic sustainability. “In my opinion 
a) is the more challenging of the two. We 
need to educate the ‘parent generation’ be-
fore being able to achieve positive results 
among our current youths.“ 

With regards to the mindset of Naturstrom 
AG customers Banning noted that two years 
ago the average customer was “male, grey-
haired, beyond 50 and had read the report 
for the Club of Rome.“ Recently, through 
the prominence of climate change and en-
vironmental issues in the media, the release 
of numerous influential publications on the 
subject, and its intensive reintroduction 
into the educational system, Naturstrom AG 
customers are characterised by a variety of 
demographics. Nevertheless, he critically 
added that “the majority of the population 
today still lives by a ‘get the most for your-
self’ motto”.

The goal of sustainability is the same for developing and 
developed nations: Wolfgang Teubner
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Trading of Sustainability Certifications

Banning argued that there is little trans-
parency in sustainability certifications, 
misleading consumers with regards to the 
environmental practices of companies or 
the environmental benefits of products and 
services. With regards to green electricity, 
suppliers should only be certified as green, 
if they depend on regional sources and if 
they reinvest their profit into new renewable 
energy projects.  Currently, he added, the 
trade with RECS (Renewable Energy Cer-
tification Scheme) certifications makes the 
labelling of green electricity problematic.

Using Norway as an example, Banning 
pointed out that although Norway gains 
its electricity predominantly from hydro 
sources, it’s electricity enters the market as 
regular ‘grey’ electricity. Electricity suppli-
ers outside of Norway purchase the renew-
able energy certification from Norwegian 
corporations, and can thereby legally mar-
ket their grey electricity as ‘green’ electric-
ity. The overall quantity of green and grey 
electricity on the market has neverthe-
less remained unchanged through RECS 
trading.
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As noted in the 2008 WWF’s ‘Living Planet Index’ ”the world is heading for an ecological credit 
crunch” as human consumption of natural capital is nearly a third more than is sustainable by our 
planet. It is noted that if we maintain our current lifestyle, then by the mid 2030’s we will require 
two planets to meet our demands. To what extent do the different priorities of developing nations, in 
terms of economic growth, poverty elimination, energy security, and co-benefits need to be taken into 
consideration in current SD discourse? Furthermore, the final panel addressed how the needs of inter-
generational justice can be balanced against those of intra-generational justice, including the relation 
between the North and the South?

A Concept for Global Responsibility?
Sustainability in International Cooperation

ing a common misconception regarding the 
causes of land degradation and desertifica-
tion. It is not a “natural problem of advanc-
ing deserts” he noted, it is “a process that 
occurs in all regions of the world resulting 
from various factors including climatic var-
iations and human activities”.

He added that “desertification and land 
degradation are under-recognised threats 
to human global well-being.” Poverty and 
environmental stress, the two being intrin-
sically linked, are the root causes of conflict 
in the Sahel, the Horn of Africa, the Middle 
East and Central Asia. Equally, as land deg-
radation worsens, so will the ability to re-
spond to global threats such as the food cri-
sis, water scarcity, environmentally forced 

Dr Marion Gierden-Jülich, State Secretary 
for the Ministry of Intergenerational Affairs, 
Family, Women and Integration of North 
Rhine-Westphalia (MGFFI) represented the 
German patron of the Symposium, Andreas 
Krautscheid, Minister for Federal, Europe-
an and Media Affairs of North Rhine-West-
phalia. Gierden-Jülich opened her welcome 
note by expressing MGFFI’s intention of 
contributing towards the UN Decade of 
Education: “education and knowledge are 
the foundation of global change.” She reaf-
firmed previous notions on the integration 
of SD into the education system,  and called 
for a stronger educational focus on North 
and South relations and development is-
sues. This would inevitably contribute to a 
countering of racial prejudice and intoler-
ance. Illustratively, MGFFI’s climate change 
campaign “Heiße Zeiten” (Hot Times) for 
youths, focuses on the relationship between 
global climate change and development 
and its direct relation to the achievement of 
the MDGs. Furthermore, moving her focus 
from education to development coopera-
tion, Gierden-Julich called for a strengthen-
ing of fair trade movements.

Land degradation and desertification

Luc Gnacadja, former Minister, current 
Executive Secretary of the United Nations 
Convention to Combat Desertification (UN-
CCD) in Bonn, and UN patron of the Bonn 
Symposium 2008 opened by introducing 
UNCCD as one of the three bodies formed 
under the Rio Conventions of 1992, work-
ing to mitigate the effects of drought and 
combat desertification. He began by rectify-

We need a holistic approach that integrates environ-
mental issues into a broader socioeconomic framework: 
Luc Gnacadja



migrations and climate change. Making 
reference to the Global Land Degradation 
Assessment (GLADA), he illustrated that 
“in comparison to the previous status, in 23 
years, an additional 24% of the global ter-
restrial area has been degraded.” The food 
crisis today, experienced most strongly by 
developing nations illustrates the stark so-
cio-economic implications of land degrada-
tion. In practical terms however, drought 
and desertification are predictable and 
land degradation is partly reversible, noted 
Gnacadja. “We simply fail to transfer that 
knowledge from the global to the local.”

Gnacadja called for international policy 
changes, a redefinition of international 
development cooperation and improved 
global collaboration between different 
stakeholders in order to mend past policy 
failures. Furthermore, he emphasised the 
need for a holistic approach that integrates 
environmental issues into a broader socio-
economic framework, which the concept of 
SD and the triple bottom line entail.

China on the path towards SD

Dr Lailai Li, Member of the Board of Di-
rectors of the China Environment Protec-
tion Foundation and Deputy Director of 
the Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI), 
focused her contribution on China, as the 
largest CO2 emitter today. Li outlined the 
Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), an 
arrangement under the Kyoto Protocol, al-
lowing industrialised countries with a CO2 
cap to finance emission reduction projects 
in developing countries. CDM is designed 
to aid developing countries in making 
progress towards SD and to help industrial-
ised countries in achieving their mitigation 
targets.  CDM projects, however, remain 
marginal in the overall context of emission 
reduction programs.

Furthermore, Li outlined China’s eleventh 
Five-Year-Plan (2006-2010), whereby China 
aims to reduce the total emission volume 
of major pollutants by 10% in 2010. In the 
context of medium and long-term energy 

conservation action plans, China plans for 
renewable energy generation to meet 15% 
of the country’s growing energy needs by 
2020. The turnover of these plans, Li point-
ed out, requires higher technology transfer 
and progress as well as infrastructure up-
dates. She argued that to date China has 
had to close down industries, namely ce-
ment, steel, coke and paper mills, in order 
to reduce its overall emissions footprint. In 
conclusion to her statement Li added that 
national caps would be a hindrance for 
developing countries. National voluntary 
emission plans that are intensity based, 
taking into account the economic growth 
of the nation, are more effective for climate 
change mitigation.

Trineesh Biswas, Adviser at the Interna-
tional Centre for Trade and Sustainable 
Development (ICTSD) in Geneva opened 
his contribution by noting that economic 
growth is essential in a world where over 
two billion people live on less than a dollar 
a day. “But international policy must en-
sure that economic, environmental, techno-
logical and social policy does not compro-
mise future generations’ freedom to do the 
same.” Biswas added, in reference to the in-
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ternational trade agreements monitored by 
the ICTSD, that the key problem in aiming 
to implement SD strategies is short-term 
pressures vs. long term goals: “environ-
mental preservation yields rewards over 
the long term, meanwhile election cycles 
often only last four years”.

SD as a cultural facet

Professor Meinhard Miegel, Chair of the 
Executive Board of Denkwerk Zukunft - 
Stiftung kulturelle Erneuerung in Bonn, ar-
gued forthright that sustainability is socially 
non-existent. “It is currently not incorpo-
rated into the way we think, feel or act. 
Instead, humans are driven by short-term 
goals.” This he attributed to human evo-
lution, whereby people tended to exploit 
their environment beyond its rehabilitative 
capacities and then moved on. Sustainabil-
ity is a cultural facet he argued, facilitated 
primarily by religion. As society becomes 
more individualised and religion margin-
alised, we no longer uphold sustainability 
as a cultural facet. He added, that “sustain-
ability will not gain of value as long as we 
prioritise economic growth.”

Drawing an outline of factors prohibit-

ing the development of sustainability as a 
cultural facet, Miegel referred to German 
demographics. “Every third person in Ger-
many has no children; how can we act sus-
tainably when future generations are not 
the driving force behind our actions?”. Our 
concerns for intergenerational equity there-
fore weaken. At a national level he iden-
tified the financial crisis of the last three 
years as being the result of a classical  refla-
tionary program, one which was orientated 
‘against’ sustainability.

Furthermore, Miegel referred to develop-
ing countries as following ‘our’ non-sus-
tainable development path, and developed 
countries as pursuing a lifestyle defined by 
little more than material accumulation and 
economic growth. “We need to address our 
consumption patterns and people in the 
South need to address their population 
growth, both of which is currently not hap-
pening.” 

Wolfgang Schmitt, Managing Director 
of the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische 
Zusammenarbeit in Eschborn, referred back 
to Gnacadja’s contribution, reaffirming the 
need to focus more on “the long-term im-
portance of soil, land and agriculture as well 
as forests and waters, as opposed to focus-
ing merely on increasing their productivity 
in the short term through increased use of 
fertilizers, genetically modified seeds, etc.” 
Important in this respect is the recognition 
and promotion of local methods and tra-
ditional knowledge in developing coun-
tries in conjunction with the technological 
knowledge from industrialised nations.

Schmitt added: “I am personally not as pes-
simistic as Professor Miegel, but I agree that 
the population growth of developing coun-
tries is an important factor in SD. Today 
there are twice as many people living in Af-
rica than in 1970, and by 2030 that number 
will have doubled once more”. He agreed 
with Miegel that sustainability is a cultural 
facet, however noted that it is one that can 
be re-strengthened even though “there are 
few case studies to illustrate this”. Schmitt, 
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in contrast to Miegel, stressed humans’ ca-
pacity to adapt to global challenges. Equal-
ly, however he called into question what 
degree of scarcity ‘we’ as a society have to 
reach before we start changing as opposed 
to merely adapting?

Paradigm shift towards SD

In the ensuing discussion, Czymoch ques-
tioned the extent to which the global com-
munity is currently experiencing a “para-
digm shift” towards SD, asking in particular 
whether Clean Development Mechanism 
(CDM) projects were a significant indi-
cator? Li responded critically that CDM 
projects are a market mechanism, “if you 
aim to reduce carbon emissions by one ton 
it is more expensive to do so in Germany 
than it would be in a developing country”. 
CDM projects are significant in advancing 
climate change mitigation, “but what we 
need is a middle ground between CDM 
and national caps”.  

Miegel contributed “that a very signifi-
cant majority today still upholds their old 
consumption patterns, and only the minor-
ity have realised that lifestyle changes will 
have to be made”. Miegel once again ques-
tioned a progressive paradigm shift. 

“The market will remain the driving force, 
so what needs to be brought into the mar-
ket in order to bring about necessary 
changes?”, added Gnacadja, and argued 
for an increased use of carbon footprints. 
This calls for a higher recognition of quanti-
fied carbon emissions for human activities, 
products and services. Equally, he made 
reference to the concept of the water foot-
print, measuring the amount of freshwa-
ter used to produce goods or services. He 
noted that “virtual water has major impacts 
on global trade policy and research…global 
water and food security for example can be 
enhanced when water intensive commodi-
ties are traded from places where they are 
economically viable to produce to places 
where they are not.”

Human attitude or global inequalities?

Professor Michael von Hauff, comment-
ed on Miegel’s contribution by stating: 
“When I evaluate development projects, I 
meet people from the poorest sectors of a 
community, and I would argue that these 
people do not necessarily want ‘more’ but 
that they merely want enough to meet their 
basic needs.” The most significant problem 
we face with regards to SD is not the mind-
set of people in general terms, more vital 
are global inequalities, especially between 
North and South.

In the final round Czymoch returned to 
China and the common perception of Chi-
na as an ‘environmental sinner’. She asked 
Li to assess Chinas potential in advancing 
SD. Li noted that since living in Sweden, 
two aspects have struck her as very signifi-
cant; the practice of sustainable lifestyles in 
many communities and the circular econo-
my of Sweden. The latter involves modern 
technology but also “personal attitude and 
creativity”. She concluded that China can 
equally adopt a circular economy model, as 
China culturally cherishes sustainability as 
a concept and environmental conservation 
in particular. “We have the appropriate 
means, technology and know-how, but we 
need to implement them”.
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