
www.irjhis.com    ©2021 IRJHIS | Volume 2 Issue 9 September 2021 | ISSN 2582-8568 | Impact Factor 5.71 

IRJHIS2109008 |   International Research Journal of Humanities and Interdisciplinary Studies (IRJHIS) | 57  

 
 

An analysis of Sustainable Development pathway for a 
balanced growth 

 
Shri. Venkatesh Sharma 

Research Scholar 
Department of Economics, 
Faculty of Social Sciences, 

Mohan Lal Sukhadia University, Udaipur (Rajasthan) 
Email: venkatacademics68@gmail.com  

DOI No. 03.2021-11278686     DOI Link :: https://doi-ds.org/doilink/09.2021-36373882/IRJHIS2109008   

Abstract: 
The sustainable development pathway chartered by the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is 

defined in terms of 17 Sustainable Development Goals and their 169 associated targets. These goals and 
targets comprehensively cover all aspects of our social, economic and environmental wellbeing based on the 
triple bottom-line approach. However, their interdependencies and mutual interactions make the approach 
more complex and complicated than it spears. This is aggravated by the lack of weightage to any specific 
sector of development making it all the more disoriented. The limitations placed by the practical approach 
towards these goals by countries based on their own needs, aspirations and requirements play an important 
role in implementation of this approach towards sustainable development. It is now almost clear that the 
current pattern of economic growth is having a big adverse impact of the natural resource and various the 
constituents of ecology. And there is a distinct need to shift to better development pathway that is consistent 
with the principles of environmental conservation and encourages sustainable use of natural resources along 
with marked improvements the overall wellbeing and prosperity of the mankind. In this context, this paper is 
an attempt to understand, examine various aspects and components of Sustainable Development approach as 
regards their viability, feasibility, effectiveness and efficacy in addressing the complex economic, social and 
environmental issues facing the planet given the very limited timespan available for course correction.  
Keywords: Sustainable development, balanced growth, green growth 

Introduction:  
Despite the focus of global community on addressing the social and environmental dimension 

of developmental activities in form of adherence to the framework of Sustainable 

Development,(United Nations, 2015)during more than three decades, studies reveal that the major 

risks to the planet and its inhabitants, in terms of likelihood areextreme weather conditions, Climate 

action failure, Natural disasters, Biodiversity loss and human made environmental disasters  and 

climate action failure, biodiversity loss and extreme weather conditions  in terms of impact on the 

planet and human survival.(World Economic Forum (WEF), 2020)The ‘Humanity’s Ecological 
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Footprint’ in form of exponential growth in global trade, the rapidly increasing population(World 

Economic Forum (WEF), 2020)  and patterns of consumption and production has resulted into 

‘overusing of Earth’s biocapacity by at least 56%. (WWF, 2020).  Besides this, the dire ominous 

indication of ‘global warming likely to reach 1.5oC between 2030 and 2052’ due to human activities 

is a good enough warning for the humanity to sit up, take note, be proactive and expeditiously adopt 

climate resilient development pathways. (IPCC, 2018) The studies on food security(IFPRI, 2018), 

wealth and income Inequality (Oxfam, 2018) and shared prosperity (World Bank , 2018)also reveal 

that there is lot to be done in these aspects as well.  

The dichotomy and the divergence of outcome between the approach of Sustainable 

Development and the results of human activity on the planet is overwhelming and very clearly reveal 

a gross mismatch between what is expected and what is being done. The pathways adopted for 

Sustainable Development do not seem to be in sync with the grim realities of development activities 

and the scale and intensity of their impact on the carrying capacity of the Planet. Neither does the 

timeline seem to be in coherence. It may be too late before we realise that the present approach of 

Sustainable Development would not render the expected benefits in the time window available to us. 

However, the possibility of bending the curve of ecological degradation is still very much 

achievable. It needs ‘increased efforts…consistent with broader sustainability agenda…...of 

unprecedented ambition and coordination’ is the call of the hour. (Leclère, Obersteiner, Young, & al, 

2020) 

Another approach that has been in lot of global discussion during the post Rio period is the 

‘Green Growth’ approach. This was triggered by the adoption of Agenda 21 in the Rio Earth Summit 

of 1992 that called for development strategies incorporating integration of environmental concerns 

with economic activity, making economic instruments effective in addressing environmental 

concerns. (United Nations, 1992). Green Growth can be understood as “fostering economic growth 

and development, while ensuring that natural assets continue to provide the resources and 

environmental services on which our well-being relies”.(OECD, 2011).  The need to bring about 

drastic change in the patterns of production and consumption has been spelt out earlier as well 

(United Nations, 1987) 

Objective: 

While the practicing framework of Sustainable development is woven around economic 

growth, the concept of Green Growth is more biocentric in approach. It is now almost clear that the 

current pattern of economic growth is having a big adverse impact of the natural resource and 

various the constituents of ecology. And there is a distinct need to shift to better development 

pathway that is consistent with the principles of environmental conservation and encourages 

sustainable use of natural resources along with marked improvements the overall wellbeing and 
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prosperity of the mankind. In this context, this paper is an attempt to understand, examine various 

aspects and components of Sustainable Development approach as regards their viability, feasibility, 

effectiveness and efficacy in addressing the complex economic, social and environmental issues 

facing the planet given the very limited timespan available for course correction.  

Sustainable Development Approach: 

If one were to look at sustainable development as the practice of living in harmony with 

nature or according due regard to natural forces in life, then the idea of sustainable development is as 

old as the human civilization itself. All ancient and even medieval civilizations not only revered 

nature and natural forces in their daily life and rituals but also accorded it due primacy as well. 

(Sharma, Agarwal, & Kumar, 2014) Civilizations have realised the interdependence of humans with 

other elements of nature and have considered themselves part of the community of species within the 

ecology.(Hughes, 2009). However, abrupt climatic changes and the overstretching of these 

civilisations beyond the capacity of the natural environment only amplified the effects of climate 

change and caused their collapse. (Fleming, 2019) The world is probably going through that repeated 

cycle of climate change presently and laxity may prove costly.  

Interestingly the modern-day discourse onsustainability of our development processes also 

owes its genesis to the concern over increasing degradation of environment and nature due to the 

increased industrialisation post the industrial revolution in the early 17th century and beyond. The 

‘Club of Rome’ project that resulted into the seminal work of ‘Limits to Growth’ drew the attention 

of the world and initiated a meaningful discussion on our path of development. (Meadows, 

Meadows, Randers, & Behrens, 1972). Key works that also highlighted this thinking include Rachel 

Carson's Silent Spring (1962),(Carson, 1962) Garret Hardin's Tragedy of the Commons (1968) 

(Hardins, 1962)and the Blueprint for Survival(Goldsmith, et al., 1972) by the Ecologist magazine 

(1972).  These studies, and the debates they started, are arguably the real beginning of the great 

sustainability discourse that the global community has been involved into for the last four decades.  

About fifteen years after the Club of Rome’s publication came another large step forward in 

this movement, at least according to most mainstream sources. The World Commission on 

Environment and Development (WCED) was tasked by the Secretary General of the UN, in 1983, to 

“re-examine critical environmental and development problems around the world and formulate 

realistic proposals to address them.”This culminated in the 1987 Brundtland Report’s publication of 

“Our Common Future”, which established a suggested path for sustainable development on a global 

level and served to bring the concept of sustainability into the foreground on an international level. 

The most frequently cited definition of sustainability came to be included in Our Common Future, 

the 1987 UN-commissioned study known as the Brundtland Report: “Humanity has the ability to 

make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs of the present without compromising 



www.irjhis.com    ©2021 IRJHIS | Volume 2 Issue 9 September 2021 | ISSN 2582-8568 | Impact Factor 5.71 

IRJHIS2109008 |   International Research Journal of Humanities and Interdisciplinary Studies (IRJHIS) | 60  

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” (United Nations, 1987) 

A ground-breaking step came in 1992 with the first UN Conference on Environment and 

Development (UNCED), also popularly known as ‘The Earth Summit’, in Rio de Janeiro. At this 

conference, an agenda called Agenda 21 was adopted, which “recognized each nation’s right to 

pursue social and economic progress and assigned to States the responsibility of adopting a model of 

sustainable development.”The Secretary General of UNCED regarded Agenda 21 as a “program of 

action for a tolerable future for the human family and an initial step toward making sure the world 

will change into a more just, secure and wealthy habitat for all humanity.”  

The UN Commission on Sustainable Development was formed as a result of the Earth 

Summit and has since coordinated the UN sustainable development activity. In 1994, John Elkington 

coined the term “triple bottom line” to clarify sustainability as the integration of social, economic, 

and environmental value. Major events have been held in Johannesburg in 2002 (the World Summit 

on Sustainable Development) and more recently the Rio + 20 event, again in Rio de Janeiro (United 

Nations Conference on Sustainable Development). The ensuing report is called “The future we 

want”.(United Nations, 2012) 

In year 2000, through the UN Millennium Declaration the global comity of nations chartered 

on a new pathway of balanced development by way of endorsing and committing to reduce extreme 

poverty and set out a series of eight-time bound targets to be met by 2015, popularly known as the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).  It was committed to eradicate extreme poverty and 

hunger, achieve universal primary education, promote gender equality and empower women, reduce 

child mortality, improve maternal health, combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases, ensure 

environmental sustainability and develop global partnership for development. The review of the 

achievement of these targets paint a fairly successful picture claiming to be most successful anti-

poverty movement in history. The concerted efforts, targeted interventions, sound strategies, 

adequate resources and political will was at display during this period. (United Nations, 2015) 

In Rio, Member States decided to launch a process to develop a set of Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), which will build upon the Millennium Development Goals and 

converge with the post 2015 development agenda. This formed the basis of UN resolution number 

“A/RES/70/1 - Transforming the World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” which 

describes itself as “a plan of action for people, planet and prosperity”. It contains mutually agreed 17 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 Targets which are framed in such a way so as to 

“balance the three dimensions sustainable development –economic, social and 

environmental.”(United Nations, 2015) 

The 17 SDGs and associated 169 targets are expected to provide a guiding framework for the 

governments, global institutions and even businesses to work towards addressing the most pressing 
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challenges that the humanity and the planet is facing. Having been appreciated and accepted across 

the globe by most of the countries, the uniformity is expected to develop synergy in thought, policy 

and action thereby increasing the performance and outcome by balancing the three dimensions of 

sustainability at least in context of a country. The integrated and interlinked nature of the SDGs with 

interdependencies and interactions make it more complex and complicated than it may appear at the 

onset.  

The SDGs very clearly envisages that economic growth would further social development. 

The environmental aspect would probably be taken care of by the technological progress that would 

minimise adverse environmental impacts while promoting efficiency and optimisation at the same 

time. However, economic development activity by definition is suicidal in nature that thrives on self-

consumption of resources and focuses on optimal utilisation and maximizing gain. It is limited by 

time, space and resource availability. It also ignores its effect on the surrounding environment and 

consequently on the activity itself. The cyclical nature of cause and effect in any economic activity 

therefore ignores a very vital phenomenon that has lasting influence on itself.The concept of 

sustainable development can be interpreted in many different ways, but at its core is an approach to 

development that looks to balance different, and often competing, needs against an awareness of the 

environmental, social and economic limitations we face as a society. 

From a careful reading and understanding of the various resolutions and commitments made 

by world leaders at various global fora and also the slew of documents that had emanated on the 

issue of framing global perception and policy on sustainable development, the following clearly 

emerge:  

1. Human well-being through sustained economic growth is the focus.  

2. Inter-generational equity in terms of ensuring that the future generations are not 

deprived of the benefits of the natural resources is one of the guiding principles.  

3. The concerns of ecology or environment are subsidiary to economic development. 

4. Advancements in science and technology would be able to take care of the 

ecological or environmental concerns arising out of human activity.  

The Alternative Pathway: 

The concept of sustainable development from a theoretical point of view is paradoxical in 

nature. While ‘sustainability’ characterizes continued state of delivery of benefits and life, 

‘development’ involves disrupting environmental and ecological constituents of nature and 

exhausting natural resources. It renders a societal perspective to any activity and deemphasizes 

environmental concerns. However, the concept does hold out an optimistic note for arriving at a 

solution that accommodates both the conflicting ideas. Economy and ecology or environment no 

longer seem to be at loggerheads. Rather, it appears that through practical application of this concept 
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of sustainable development, a pathway, capable of coping up with the ecological crises arising out of 

economic activity without compromising on the benefits of economic growth, can be carved out.  

The idea of sustainability as living in harmony with nature or respecting nature and its 

primary role in sustaining life on the planet is not new one if it is taken in terms of coexistence of 

humans and other elements of nature. Even in the pre-industrial and post-industrial era, communities 

have been and are still deeply involved in protecting and conserving natural elements that surround 

them. The sources of food, fuelwood, water, and other livelihood needs still attract due attention 

from the local indigenous population. Various practices of communities clearly reflect this tendency. 

Built into this understanding is the fact of interdependence of resilience of human life with that of the 

resilience of components of natural ecosystems and those natural ecosystems need time to restore to 

their reusable potential.  

Living within our environmental limits is one of the central principles of sustainable 

development. One implication of not doing so is climate change. But the focus of sustainable 

development is far broader than just the environment. It's also about ensuring a strong, healthy and 

just society. This means meeting the diverse needs of all people in existing and future communities, 

promoting personal wellbeing, social cohesion and inclusion, and creating equal opportunity. 

Sustainable development is about finding better ways of doing things, both for the future and the 

present. We might need to change the way we work and live now, but this doesn't mean our quality 

of life will be reduced. 

The need to understand ‘sustainability’ in all its facets is therefore pivotal to understanding 

“sustainable development”.  ‘Sustainability’ of a process or an activity can be understood primarily 

in terms of the discipline in which we are trying to look into. We can be looking at economic 

sustainability or environmental sustainability or even social sustainability of any process of activity 

and accordingly the emphasis would change. However, it can be very well appreciated that 

‘sustainability’ of any process or activity in one discipline does not necessarily mean sustainability in 

the others. More often, a parallel comparative scientific analysis of any process or activity in two or 

more disciplines would lead into contradicting or conflicting results, making it difficult to reach any 

definitive conclusion about the overall sustainability of the process or activity.  

Further, human life is inextricably linked to all other life forms and ecological systems of 

nature. Any action that does not take into account his very fragile relationship, which has not yet 

been fully understood by humanity despite all the scientific and technological advancements, can 

cause profound and at time irreparable disturbance for not only the humanity but also other life 

forms. Available literature is filled up with examples of such instances and the pinch is now being 

felt by one and all in form of impacts of climate change. Such decisions, often taken on economic or 

political considerations do not produce immediate effects but over time, these become manifest and 
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threaten human survival. The depletion of ozone layer, the rising sea levels, increasing occurrences 

of floods, drought, extreme weather conditions, melting of ice shelf, reducing marine ecology, global 

warming , climate change impact are all such case in point. Sustainability is therefore a very complex 

and ‘textured idea that is multidimensional and elusive to define’. The complexity therefore 

underscores the need of interdisciplinary approach and to incorporate cross boundary understandings 

from natural sciences and social sciences in addition to application of pure science.  

With the entry of the idea of ‘sustainability’ in the global political and economic agenda in 

terms of ‘Sustainable Development’, the focus of human effort strongly centrifuged toward human 

well-being and equity ; equity for both present and future generations.For strong sustainability, this 

natural capital should not decrease over time so that the opportunities of the future generations to 

generate wealth and well-being are not endangered. The natural capital should remain constant. 

Ecological economics strives to keep the scale of human activity within sustainable limits for it 

considers natural capital to be non-substitutable. This principle links economic system to the 

ecological systems. Economic activity that ignores the aspect of environmental good would not 

prove to be viable in the long run. Similarly, an environmental solution that does not have a bearing 

on social improvement and economic health would lead to increased poverty which would lead to 

environmental degradation.  

The vision envisaged in Agenda 2030 is not only very ambitious, grandiose and highly 

optimistic, it is more inclined towards an ideal and almost utopian world order. While understanding 

the challenges being faced the world over in terms of poverty, unemployment, inequality, gender 

discrimination, natural resource depletion, threat to environment, exacerbated by phenomenon like 

climate change and its adverse impacts that are undermining the ability to become a sustainable 

world order, the opportunity rendered by significant economic and social progress, immense 

scientific and technological advancement, increased global interconnectedness and development of a 

‘knowledge society’ is not missed over. 

Banking on the innate human ability to surmount all obstacles in its will to survive and 

progress, the agenda seeks to establish over time a new ‘transformational’ world order ‘free of 

poverty, hunger, want, and diseases; with universal access to resources and opportunities; with just , 

equitable, tolerant and inclusive society; which enjoys sustained , inclusive and sustainable economic 

growth; in which consumption and production and use of natural resources is sustainable; and in 

which humanity lives in harmony with nature and wildlife; Nothing can be better and probably, it 

would rather be impossible for the world leaders to modify or amend this vision anytime in future.   

This is an era where economic growth is being driven by fast paced technological innovation 

and increased resource productivity that has changed the very basis of current economic models. 

Newer and unusual job opportunities with greater competitive market are being seen. Rapid 
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urbanization, increased globalization, more emphasis on service led growth and increased 

automation is bringing about a transformational shift with a clear opportunity to transit into low 

carbon footprint economy that can deliver equitable and prosperous growth. Accelerating investment 

in sustainable infrastructure is the need of the hour. Clean and affordable energy systems based on 

technological and scientific advancement can provide better living conditions to millions hitherto 

deprived.  Increased targeted investment into conserving natural ecosystems and agriculture can 

provide greater food security, greater rural prosperity, and increased resilience to climate change 

impacts combined with valuable ecosystem services. Higher productivity, better technology, 

increased resource efficiency, circular use of resources with sustainability at its core can provide 

more just, equitable and inclusive growth that in envisaged under the Agenda 2030.  

Conclusion: 

While sustained economic growth and its positive impacts on life of people seems increase 

human prosperity and standard of living, many social and environmental dimensions of sustainable 

development are presenting a cause for concern. It is clear that we are far from achieving basic 

objectives of a decent living that the agenda for sustainable development envisages. Poverty, hunger, 

malnutrition, inequality, wealth disparity provision of safe drinking water, sanitation, health and 

hygiene are all areas that still require lot of concerted effort and attention and for fulfillment of 

human potential through educational, socio-cultural and economic opportunities. Many of these have 

roots in traditional socio-economic inequities and discrimination which get compounded with 

pressure of modern day economic and social practicalities.  

In addition, natural ecosystems are under stress and decline in their health and status is 

visible. Water bodies, hills, biodiversity areas, critical wildlife habitats, wetlands, rivers and streams, 

etc are all facing existential threat from development activities. All this is compounded by pollution 

of all the elements of environment- air, water and soil. Reports suggest that India’s resource use is 

already more than its bio capacity and that too has declined over years due to decline in natural 

capital. Climate change impacts are worsening the situation.  

An integrated and holistic view on all these social, economic and environmental aspect is 

therefore necessary to charter a pathway to sustainable development as envisaged in the 2030 

Agenda. Moving towards a comprehensive framework of sustainable development encompassing 

human values of equity, justice and opportunity for all and also ensuring environmental and 

ecological well-being is all but easier said than done.  

Knowledge and understanding of the ecological dynamics of various constituents of nature is 

still very limited and elementary. There is a huge gap between what we perceive and what actually 

is. Although, traditional knowledge and learning, that humanity accumulated through experience and 

observation is valuable, there is need to undertake more and more scientific research and exercises to 
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clearly foresee and forecast  natural phenomena. There is a dire need and also urgency to enhance 

our understanding and the capacity to deal with ecological and environmental problems 

The complexity of a system with a multitude of institutions and stakeholders with diverse aim 

and competencies has to be taken into account while formulating the sustainable development 

framework for a diverse nation as India. The members of the civil society organizations, 

academicians, the progressive leaders, the community leaders, the teachers and educators, therefore, 

have a very crucial role to play to create a mass movement towards sustainable way of life. 
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