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PREFACE
by Edo Ronchi*

20 years after the Rio Conference in 1992, which launched the global stra‐
tegy for Sustainable Development, the world population has grown by
about 1.7 billion, more than 30%, world GDP has almost tripled, from 24.3
trillion dollars in 1992 to about 72 trillion dollars estimated in 2012, but
the global environmental situation is getting worse and worse.
According to the latest OECD report (2012, Environmental Outlook to
2050), if there are not any new interventions, it will probably get worse
in coming decades.
Emissions of greenhouse gases, in fact, have never been so high and
have increased by 45% over the past 20 years and, if we proceed at this
pace, we will rapidly go beyond the threshold of the 2°C change in ave‐
rage global temperature.
Species at risk of extinction or threatened are increasing, natural re‐
sources are unsustainably affected, primary forests continue to decline,
marine fish stocks are rapidly decreasing: the erosion of natural capital
goes on at rates well above its capacity for renewal and resilience.
The ecosystem services, essential to our quality of life and to economic
development itself, such as water, air, climate, fertile soil, are subjected
to heavy pressures and a worrying deterioration.
The strategy for Sustainable Development that should have fostered
economic and social development, improving environmental conditions
in these twenty years, has not been successful. There has not been, in
fact, a decoupling between economic growth and environmental im‐
pacts, and ‐ even worse ‐ continuing with current trends, not only the si‐
tuation would not improve, but would incur additional, serious
environmental deterioration on a global scale. Why?
*

Founder and President of the Italian Sustainable Development Foundation; former Italian
Minister for the Environment (1996‐2000).
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Some argue that the same strategy would be wrong because, given
the level reached by the global ecological crisis, it would not be possible
to have both economic development and environmental sustainability.
Therefore, the proposal of “sustainable development” would be an oxy‐
moron, because it would combine two words that would express oppo‐
sing concepts: sustainability and development, such as hot ice or parallel
convergence.
If this criticism to Sustainable Development were well founded and
without alternatives, we would be doomed to fall into a severe and ine‐
vitable global ecological crisis.
As the world population will continue to grow until at least 9 billions
and it is not possible to stop the ongoing economic growth in major coun‐
tries of rapid development, inhabited by billions of people, such as China,
India and Brazil, there would be no mercy.
This might happen. It is not, unfortunately, possible to exclude it be‐
forehand, given the present situation and the current trends. These
trends may however be changed.
The change towards Sustainable Development has been hindered and
stopped for ethical and cultural deficiencies and for the prevalence of
short term economic interests, that have hindered the spread of available
alternatives.
There is no obligatory way, but there are possibilities of choices.
Either we can bet on the worst part of ourselves and society, and thus
help to produce corresponding results, or we can try to do our best, whe‐
rever we operate, in the belief that we share common good, that is worth
and it is important to fight to win a better future for many, and not only
for us or for few individuals.
One can give voice to the apathetic alibi that “that is the way it is
done”, and to disengagement because “I cannot do anything”, or we can
try to live our days in a conscious way.
Major changes, such as those required by a new development para‐
digm, cannot prevail unless they mobilize cultural and ethical resources.
Resources that can lead us to make some choices and reject others,
not only for convenience, but because we believe it is fair.
It would have been much easier if, while each individual or country
were only concerned in its own interests, the invisible hand of the global
market would have produced the common good for everyone. But this
has not happened, let alone with the current economic globalization,
which is aggravating the ecological crisis.
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As soon as we take note, the better.
The second reason that has prevented us to find the way to Sustai‐
nable Development has been the insufficient dissemination of available
alternatives: cultural alternatives (consumption patterns, behaviors, va‐
lues), social alternatives (lifestyles and possibility of low‐impact welfare),
and knowledge and technology (which offer enormous opportunities for
eco‐efficiency, dematerialization and recycling, saving energy and mate‐
rials, development of new materials and renewable energy, clean or mi‐
nimal impact technologies).
In assessing sustainability one must pay attention not only to the pro‐
cesses of material and energy consumption, but also to that extraordi‐
nary resource, both renewable and growing, which is knowledge that
could help us definitely to find the way to Sustainable Development.
It is true that an increase in efficiency, energy and/or use of resources,
has, in some cases, resulted in a rebound effect, lowering prices and in‐
creasing consumption, thus rising the amount of products sold and hence
also the global consumption of materials and energy.
But this is neither an inevitable dynamic, nor a physical law.
Neither lower prices nor greater availability of income should lead to
ecologically unsustainable consumption: this trend can be opposed by pro‐
per information to consumers, punishing, for example, misleading adver‐
tising and using economic and fiscal instruments capable of directing the
market.
Analyzing the current trends, one runs the risks of seeing only the
prevalent ones and of exchanging them for unique, especially in econo‐
mic processes. On the contrary, there are already substantial economic
initiatives, although not yet prevalent because they are hindered by op‐
posing economic interests, which are in the direction of Sustainable De‐
velopment.
For example, a strong development of renewable energy sources, in
different countries and different sectors, a substantial increase in energy
efficiency and savings, a relentless growth in the quantity of waste recy‐
cled and in the production processes of goods and services of high envi‐
ronmental quality.
Not by chance, green economy was at the centre of the United Na‐
tions Summit of Rio +20, in June 2012, with the extensive awareness that,
to find the way to Sustainable Development, one should attack the core
of economy and base development on the pillar of green economy: an
NEW JOBS THROUGH ESD COMPETENCIES
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economy of industrial reorganization, innovations and differentiation for
the promotion of new products, new goods and services and therefore
new development. An economy that takes on the challenge of limits, of
environmental sustainability, of low carbon emissions, of renewable re‐
sources, of reduction of withdrawals of natural resources and of envi‐
ronmental impact. Furthermore taking care of social equity and inclusion.
All these cultural and ethical reasons, together with availability and
feasibility of alternatives, can promote Sustainable Development better,
if they are supported by appropriate legislation and far‐sighted gover‐
nments.
But they will not be implemented by decree and top down.
This is due to delays of a policy that is based on short‐term national
consensus, to economic interests that are still strongly opposing, to eco‐
nomic and financial globalization occurring in the absence of a correspon‐
ding ability to govern and control.
Sustainable Development requires actually deep economic and social
changes, not only in one country, as it happened in the past, but, for the
first time in our history, changes truly global, involving both the mature
industrial countries and those engaged in development, without neglec‐
ting the countries and peoples that continue to be affected by poverty
and hunger.
The first step in a process of education for Sustainable Development
starts from here: from the awareness of living among many on a planet
that has become small, and to have a common destiny and common re‐
sponsibilities.
Such education should help us in all areas, to translate this awareness
into environmental and civic engagement so as no one feels entitled to
live only to make money and confuse the beauty and quality of life with
consumerism.
It should be an education to sobriety as a positive and desirable value,
to live better together, with less waste and less environmental damage.
Education for the development of knowledge of good and best prac‐
tices and sustainable techniques already available – or which may become
available – would be of great help for massive and rapid spread, and for
identifying and overcoming the opposition of rival economic interests.
Suggesting green economy as a fundamental pillar of Sustainable De‐
velopment requires a joined commitment of all the members of society.
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The commitment of companies and entrepreneurs through education
to social and environmental responsibility, the commitment of those who
have governance responsibility by a proper legal framework, and the
commitment of citizens that affect the economy as consumers: their edu‐
cation for Sustainable Development might contribute significantly, in part
as it is already happening in many countries, to change market trends.
Education for Sustainable Development, finally, could help us cope
with the economic and financial crises with innovative attitudes and
ideas.
Instead of getting to the blind alley of nostalgia of the past and think
about the post‐crisis period as a return to pre‐crisis, to the same produc‐
tion and to the same consumption, Education for Sustainable Develop‐
ment would help us to understand that to solve one’s problems one
should try to get rid of the mentality that has helped to create them and
to try new ways.
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