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In 1992, more than 170 countries came together at the Rio Earth Summit and agreed to pursue sustainable
development, protect biological diversity, prevent dangerous interference with climate systems, and conserve
forests. But, 25 years later, the natural systems on which humanity relies continue to be degraded.

So why hasn’t the world become much more environmentally sustainable despite decades of international
agreements, national policies, state laws and local plans? This is the question that a team of researchers and |
have tried to answer in a recent article.
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We reviewed 94 studies of how sustainability policies had failed across every continent. These included case
studies from both developed and developing countries, and ranged in scope from international to local initiatives.
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Humanity’s ecological footprint has exceeded the Earth’s capacity and has risen to the point where 1.6 planets
would be needed to provide resources sustainably.

Greenhouse gas emissions that drive climate change have almost doubled while the impacts of climate change are
becoming increasingly apparent.
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The rate at which these indicators deteriorated was largely unchanged over the two decades either side of the Rio
summit. Furthermore, humanity is fast approaching several environmental tipping points. If crossed, these could
lead to irreversible changes.
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If we allow average global temperatures to rise 2? above pre-industrial levels, for example, feedback mechanisms
will kick in that lead to runaway climate change. We're already halfway to this limit and could pass it in the next few
decades.

WHAT'S GOING WRONG?

2?7?7777



g S https://www.jiandongshicai.cn/

— jiandongshicai.cn—

So what's going wrong with sustainability initiatives? We found that three types of failure kept recurring: economic,
political and communication.
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The economic failures stem from the basic problem that environmentally damaging activities are financially
rewarded. A forest is usually worth more money after it's cut down — which is a particular problem for countries
transitioning to a market-based economy.
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Political failures happen when governments can’t or won't implement effective policies. This is often because
large extractive industries, like mining, are dominant players in an economy and see themselves as having the
most to lose. This occurs in developed and developing countries, but the latter can face extra difficulties enforcing
policies once they’re put in place.
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Communication failures centre on poor consultation or community involvement in the policy process. Opposition
then flourishes, sometimes based on a misunderstanding of the severity of the issue. It can also be fed by mistrust
when communities see their concerns being overlooked.
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Again, this happens around the world. A good example would be community resistance to changing water
allocation systems in rural areas of Australia. In this situation, farmers were so opposed to the government buying
back some of their water permits that copies of the policy were burned in the street.
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These types of failure are mutually reinforcing. Poor communication of the benefits of sustainable development
creates the belief that it always costs jobs and money. Businesses and communities then pressure politicians to
avoid or water down environmentally friendly legislation.
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Ultimately, this represents a failure to convince people that sustainable development can supply “win-win”
scenarios. As a result, decision-makers are stuck in the jobs-versus-environment mindset.
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