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 Is There Anything New with the Post-2015 United Nations 

Agenda (UN) on Sustainable1
 Development?  

By Mariarosaria Iorio, Political Analyst  

This article intends to be a contribution to the on-going debates on the post-

2015 agenda on sustainable development.  

What are the Issues?  

As  the  world  is  undergoing  a  major  systemic  crisis,  commitment  to  

redistribution, social well-being and environmental justice is central. However, 

there is also a need to concretely and positively impact populations in the 

world at all levels of the social scale.  

In light of the above, setting the post-2015 UN agenda faces a number of 

weaknesses:  

- First, the assessment of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

impact is not over yet. As a result, there is no basis to build upon. No one 

knows what worked and what did not work with the MDGs.  

 

 

 1 Definition of sustainable development: It posits a desirable future state for human societies in which living 
conditions and resource-use meet human needs without undermining the sustainability of natural systems and the 
environment, so that future generations may also have their needs met. Sustainable development ties together 
concern for the carrying capacity of natural systems with the social and economic challenges faced by humanity. 
This concept has been used for the first time by the Brundtland Report: Our Common Future published by the 
United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) in 1987. Its targets were 
multilateralism and interdependence of nations in the search for a sustainable development path. The report 
sought to recapture the spirit of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment - the Stockholm 
Conference - which had introduced environmental concerns to the formal political development sphere. Our 
Common Future placed environmental issues firmly on the political agenda; it aimed to discuss the environment 
and development as one single issue. The document was the culmination of a “900 day” international-exercise 
which catalogued, analysed, and synthesised written submissions and expert testimony from “senior government 
representatives, scientists and experts, research institutes, industrialists, representatives of non-governmental 
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organizations, and the general public” held at public hearings throughout the world. These informations are taken 
from Wikipedia website.   

MDGs’ objectives are evidently not achieved as the debates on poverty 

alleviation continue and development actors seem to look for new tools.  

- Second, policy issues related to poverty alleviation are of national 

competence. It appears very difficult to deal with them at the 

international level. Poverty-related issues must be part of national 

commitment and of governments’ strategic plans that cannot be taken 

care of by the United Nations.  

- Third, the methodology for fixing the post-2015 Agenda is not clear. 

Attainment of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) might also not 

happen. In fact, inserting environment and social policies in the poverty 

alleviation debates is not new. Where do these interests come from? 

How were they put on the UN agenda? The answer seems clear: these 

are not development issues, but rather post-development policies issues. 

No country has been able to achieve economic development without 

polluting and without the sacrifices of generations, we are thinking about 

the industrialization in Europe.  

- Four, if funds for the MDGs were not available, what will happen with 

the SDGs? Why governments would invest more than in the past in a 

period of profound economic crisis?  

Furthermore, there are the technical dimensions of the relationship between 

economic development, environment and social policies. The assumption is 

that economic development is characterized by different stages of economic 

activity and that there is a progressive approach to be taken when formulating 

environment and social policies.  
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What are the Positions?  

In this regard, positions diverge. They can be summarized as follows: 

a) On the one hand, environmentalists, particularly in industrialized 

countries, say that sustainable development, in general and its 

environment dimension, in particular is compatible with economic 

competitiveness and growth, even at the early stages of economic 

development. Therefore, environmental policies are not only compatible 

but necessary for an economic development that can benefit to all 

generations. For supporters of the environment as a common good of 

the humanity, sustainable development must be a priority on the 

development agenda in spite of its economic costs. On the other hand, 

there are those who affirm that environment protection is an 

unaffordable production cost, particularly at early stages of 

development. Environment would even be a “trade hidden barrier2” 

created by industrialized countries to impede the faster access of 

emerging countries’ products to richer markets. Thus, impeding 

economic development of infant industries in developing and emerging 

economies;  

b) As it regards the elitist market-based approach applied to essential 

services, namely health and education, the right-based activists highlight 

that basic services should be accessible to all, and in particular the poor. 

Naturally, a market-based approach would result in private provision of 

services and more expensive services that would be not accessible for 

the poorest segments of society.  

 

2Segolène Royal (current French Minister of Ecology) stated that the Ecology should not be “punitive”.   
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Our position on environment-friendly production systems  

As the global economy functions on the principle of the comparative advantage 

theory, the idea that countries grow thanks to their specialization in what they  

« can do better » in trading in goods and/or services has been generally 

adopted by countries all over the world.  

In practice, such an assumption means that trading in products and services 

facilitates consumers’ access to cheaper products both at national and 

international levels.  

In this perspective, methods and processes of production are central. Industrial 

production at early stages of development is a polluting activity unless 

environment technology is adopted at the early stages of industrialization. That 

implies extra costs that will negatively impact prices of products, making them 

more expensive on the global market and therefore less competitive.  

Many industries refuse therefore to use environment technology as they 

consider it to be an obstacle to their competitiveness on the global market. This 

position has been often put on the table by emerging economies as well as by 

developing countries governments, namely when it comes to, for example, 

linking trade rules to environment.  

How to make environmental investments affordable? Is environment a 

“concern for rich people only”? These questions remain open as the debates 

continue and in fact there are a number of elements to be tackled.  

If we assume that beyond some turning point, the use of the natural resources 

and/or the emission of wastes decline as income increases as stated by Kuznets 

in 19553, then we could also say that the environmental issues have to be read 

through the lens of (i) types of production and consumption;  

3
KUZNETS S., “Economic Growth and Income Inequality”, The American Economic Review, vol.45, n.1, pp.1-18.   
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(ii) reasons for thepreference for environmental quality; (iii) institutions that 

are needed to internalize externalities; and (iv) increasing returns to scale 

associated with pollution abatement.  

In sum, environment issues have to be read through the lens of stages of 

economic development. Unless environmental technologies become 

affordable, and accessible it appears that at early stages of industrial 

production polluting practices are inevitable.  

Access to technology is a key factor. Now, access to technology has a strategic 

aspect and interests in this sector are diverging, of course between those who 

produce technology and those who need to use it but do have the production 

capacity to innovate, namely developing countries.  

Open questions on environment and SDGs  

Are the SDGs going to take into account these facets? And how are these 

challenges to be faced by the international community? Is a progressive time 

schedule foreseen?  

Our Position on market-based approach to basic services  

Social policies are needed to ensure equal redistribution of economic growth 

and welfare. Social policies include several aspects, including access to basic 

services. It is related to the social justice and access of the poor to education 

and health.  

As the Market neglects the pr inciple of social justice and “ The  

r ight to development that is  an inal ienable human r ight by vir tue 

of  which every human person and al l  peoples are entit led to 

part ic ipate in,  contr ibute to,  and enjoy economic,  socia l ,  cultural  

and pol it ical  development,  in which al l  human r ights and 
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fundamental  freedoms can be fully realize .  ”  The ful l  range of  

indivis ible,  in terdependent and interrelated r ights:  c iv i l ,  cultural ,  

economic,  po l it ical  and soc ial.  This  cal ls  for a development 

framework with sectors that mirror international ly  guaranteed 

r ights,  thus covering,  for example,  health,  education,  housing,  

just ice administration,  personal  security and pol it ical  

part ic ipation.”4
.  In prac tice, the trends towards l iberal iza tion of 

(opening to fore ign prov iders) essential services or privatiza tion 

(open to nat ional pr ivate opera tors) means to apply the market-

based approach to public serv ices .  

By opening essential services provision to foreign private investors and to national 

private actors, policy makers created two-speed essential services systems, one 

for the wealthy minority and one for the poor majority. In many cases, essential 

services provision by the private sector resulted in increased prices on local 

markets and made health and education services affordable to the wealthy only.  

Furthermore, access to water and energy, for example, in many rural  areas that 

do  not  appear  profitable  enough  for  private  companies  has  been  reduced  over  

time. Foreign private companies would indeed invest only in areas where there is 

a return on their investment: rural areas represent in many countries the pockets 

of poverty and are therefore not “solvent clients” who can pay for such services.  

Persistent and growing structural domestic regulatory frameworks gaps, including 

lack of protection of strategic and essential sectors within the national territories 

resulting from structural adjustment programs, tradeliberalization and 

disengagement  of  the  States  from  public  services  management  have  set  a  

negative trend in the implementation of poor’s rights.  

4Declaration to the right to development. Available at: 

www.unhchr.ch/development/approaches.html.   
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Open questions on access to basic services and SDGs  

How the SDGs would deal with issues deriving from structural domestic regulatory 

gaps? How would the SDGs manage the market-based approach chosen by many 

United Nations Member States to provide health and education services?  

Overall challenges  

Clarity must be made on the proper means to achieve the SDGs, particularly as 

it concerns funding. The international declarations have proved their weakness 

when there are not sustained and followed up by real national commitment 

and proper redistribution strategies at the national levels.  

Resources are available in many countries with high levels of poverty.  

The political will to face a fair redistribution of the benefits of globalization, 

including through health and education public services is lacking.  

Access to services is indeed the key for the weaker segments of society. 

Environment protection will follow as people will have higher incomes and 

increased awareness of the common good.  

The overall challenge of alleviating poverty is ever more central for the destiny 

of humanity as poverty anywhere is a danger everywhere (ILO, Declaration of 

Philadelphia). 


