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INTRODUCTION  

 

The aspiration for a more balanced and equitable globalization arouses, with a great acuity, the 

question of a global governance system to manage the stakes that seem to be beyond the regulating powers 

of States and market. These stakes turn around the crucial imperatives of a sustainable development of the 

global economy; a preoccupation that stems from a kind of awareness of the perverse effects of capitalism. It 

is in 1987, with the publication of the Brundtland Report, entitled “Our Common Future”, that the objective 

of a development, qualified as “sustainable”, has been pronounced as a development that is socially 

acceptable, economically practicable and ecologically respectful for the environment. Since, the concept has 

been the object of a rich economic and scientific literature wondering and renewing -in a context of 

globalization- the traditional development economics. The concept of sustainable development is 

omnipresent in the speeches and publications of international institutions. Conferences, summits and 

protocols are multiplying in the perspective of creating a three-dimensional equilibrium between the three P 

(Profit, People, Planet) giving birth to intentions and promises of an efficient control of the “machine to 

manufacture wealth” (capitalism). 

However, the facts show clearly that this efficiency is quite mitigated: there is still a long path to 

make towards sustainable development and so the global governance system is at a crisis of legitimacy. The 

notoriety of that system is contested, its decisional process is unbalanced and its aims are quite controversial. 

It has indeed, prioritized not only the economic (Profit) above all (social -People- and environmental -

Planet-), but also a particular vision of the economy; market fanaticism. 
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By the simple measurement of the breadth of social inequalities and international gaps of 

development, it becomes misleading to pretend the efficiency of liberal economic policies praised by 

international institutions and to deny that their promises of an equitable development are not evolving 

beyond the stage of speeches. Globalization remains an enrichment opportunity marked by a strong 

distributive asymmetry. These institutions have been unable to predict, prevent and solve efficiently crises 

becoming recently more recurrent, more serious and more expensive, cumulating economic, social and 

environmental dimensions. Because, also in terms of environment matters, measures and actions defined at 

the global level miss pragmatism, making the field open for avoidance strategies. The “machine to 

manufacture wealth” continues to shape our natural environment according to its own laws and priorities and 

in a very contestable way; global warming, pollution, desertification, reduction of biodiversity, drying up of 

natural resources, etc. These are as many cumulative deregulations which -under the conjugated effect of 

“fordism” norms of production and consumption- destruct ecological equilibriums, at the risk of 

compromising the welfare and the life quality of contemporary populations but also of future generations. 

Paradoxically, international institutions which nowadays emphasize the necessity of managing these 

global risks have themselves encouraged the skids by making economic integration and abolishing of the 

State’s power an aim per se.  If currently it seems harder to concretize sustainable development requirements 

into the developing countries policies, it is partially because of their maladjustment to the content of the 

structural adjustment programs and their continuations. The asymmetry of decisional powers at the level of 

these institutions, in favour of powerful countries and big multinationals, encouraged the fact that a profit 

global strategy takes wingspread and thus multiplying the environmental derives of capitalism to the extent 

of justifying buying “rights to pollute” in poor countries. By “forgetting” that any infringement to the 

environment at any region of the globe affects all the nations, theses practices only maintain the problem of 

sustainable development at a global scale. 

Hence, eighteen years after the conference of Rio, the reflection regarding the sustainable 

development imperatives still lifts up more questionings rather than it brings answers. Nevertheless, as a 

support to a new industrial organisation, one of the key answers remains of a technological scale. In fact, if 

the industry seems more to integrate recycling processes, less polluting and more energy saving 

technologies, these advances are insufficient face to the extent of the recent challenges. Thus the matter of 

innovation remains primordial. While for a long time it was perceived as a key element of the economic 

performance and of the social welfare, today innovation should be imperative also as a pertinent solution to 

environmental problems; in the global economy of knowledge, innovation is a Pandora box, an inexhaustible 

source of technologies for a sustainable development. 

But, does not this compel to rethink the role of the State in defining and applying policies to control 

technologies protecting and repairing environment? Indeed, promoting these technologies is imperative in 

the framework of voluntarist industrial policies, targeted on the eco-innovation (favouring renewable 

energies, reducing polluting discharges, preserving the biodiversity, etc.). These same policies will create 

besides new spaces of accumulation and of profit. 
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Moreover, since the environmental stakes are planetary and that preventive actions in some 

countries could be counterbalanced by destructive actions in other ones, is it not also imperative to rethink 

the global governance system seeking at a global and efficient promotion of sustainable development? 

Because if sustainable development is a multidimensional objective, the decisions and the actions required to 

achieve it are so as well and this shows at diverse scales (local, national, global). A true change of the 

techno-economic paradigm needs hence the collective and concentrated implication of all the players. 

The object of this research is not to wonder about the pertinence of sustainable development, which 

in fact has been demonstrated, but rather to disclose the causes that make this objective so far to achieve and 

to emphasize the imperatives to approach it. 

In this perspective, we demonstrate that the current global governance system is at a crisis of 

legitimacy, because its inefficiency is incontestable face to a utopian objective of sustainable development of 

the global economy.  By analysing the causes of this inefficiency, we bring to light the true imperatives of 

such a development. On the one hand, we emphasize those relevant to policies of technologies control in the 

perspective of saving environment, since theses are a powerful public lever of the eco-innovation promotion 

and diffusion. On the other hand, we extract the imperatives that aim at achieving a collective and 

concentrated management of resources and a more equitable redistribution of revenues at the global scale. 

However, since the national technological policies and the global governance are pretty fitted, only the 

conjugated effect of their respective actions would allow revolutionizing the economic thoughts and 

relationships to draw a global economy respectful of the environment and definitely turned towards 

sustainable development.  

 

1. THE GLOBAL GOVERNANCE SYSTEM IN CRISIS: THE OBJECTIVE OF SUSTAINABLE 

DEVELOPMENT STILL UTOPIAN  

The concept of governance has developed with the contributions of the stakeholders theory 

(Freeman, 1984) based on the enterprise’s business ethic vision. In the 1990s, the good governance sends 

back to the institutional reforms which are supposed to bring solutions to the perverse effects of the liberal 

reforms in developing countries. Transposed at the global level, the concept suggests, according to a 

functionalist logic, a regulation system of a globalization which creates and multiplies global challenges, 

economic but also ecological and social, exceeding the regulating powers of markets and States. It is the 

answer to such challenges that legitimizes a global governance system, the mission of which articulates 

today around the ultimate objective of sustainable development.   

The notion of sustainable development took offence with the Brundtland Report, in the form of a 

“development meeting the needs of the present without compromising the capacity of the future generations 

to answer theirs” (WCED, 1987, p.43). It is thus about a development reconciling crucial objectives, a priori 

conflicting: economic performance, social equity and preservation of the ecosystems.  

However, if it is the perspective of a sustainable development which made legitimate a global 

governance system, today the facts make that such a system is in a crisis of legitimacy and that its efficiency 
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is controversial: whereas the North-south economic development gap persists and social inequalities 

deteriorate (1.1), the ecological crises multiply and their perverse effects pile up (1.2).  

1.1.  A mitigated economic and social development 

The sustainable development concept appeared after the debates aroused by the question of the 

perpetuity of the industrial growth in the Northern countries. The idea which gradually stood out is that the 

economy cannot pursue infinitely its ultimate objective of economic development, which is moreover often 

reduced to that of economic growth. It has to "exit her splendid isolation" (Passet, 1998) to integrate other 

dimensions of development, in particular the social one: the preservation and the improvement of the 

conditions assuring more social cohesion and justice and an equity of access to food, to health and education 

services, etc. An economic growth answering to the conditions of sustainable development should thus allow 

the reduction of the inequalities in time (intergenerational) as well as in space (intra-generational, in 

particular between the North and the South).   

For more than two decades, the efforts of the international institutions join in this same perspective: 

the UNO insists on the imperative of struggle against poverty and for the equality of opportunities in its 

Millennium Declaration (2001). The IMF supports the same logic of the reduction of poverty and sustainable 

development. Besides, the World Bank identifies four fundamental elements of "durability": financial, 

physical, human and natural capital. It is also the World Bank which popularized the notion of "good 

governance", an expression which, according to Cling & al. (2003) was used as a substratum to the policies 

of struggle against poverty. In this framework, the "heavily indebted poor countries" (HIPC) initiative (1996) 

constitutes one key measure. According to Boidin & Djeflat (2009), it is presented by the World Bank and 

the IMF as a bend in their policies in favour of the developing countries. It integrates two principles of 

sustainable development: The intra-generational equity and the participation of population at the decisional 

processes.  

However, some figures are sufficient to demonstrate that the results of all these efforts are very 

controversial. Hence, if we consider those supposed to reduce the malnutrition, the access to a decent food 

should be the standard. But today, 800 million persons suffer from malnutrition and among them, 8 millions 

starve annually. According to the World Health Organization, one person over five is underfed in a chronic 

way in the developing countries. 

Henceforth, the North-South gap is deepening, condemning an important part of the world 

population to conditions of extreme life. According to the UNDP, the ratio between the richest 20 % and the 

poorest 20 % decreased from 1/32 in 1960 to 1/74 in 2000. Currently, more than 1,2 billion individuals 

survive with less than one dollar per day. In terms of access to the basic services, figures are also illustrative: 

20% of the world adult population are illiterate, among which 98% in the developing countries and more 

than 2,4 billions are deprived from access to an elementary sanitary infrastructure, engendering tensions and 

conflicts, whereas the social cohesion is essential for development. 

The North-South divide is however not the only aspect of the extent and the nature of inequalities: 

now there's "North in the South" and "South in the North." For example, the share of national income 

accruing to 10% of the poorest population and that accruing to the richest 10%, are respectively of 1.8% and 
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53% in Cameroon and of 1.6% and 55 % in Nigeria. Also, in the USA, the income level of the richest 10% is 

about 11.2 times higher than that of the poorest 10%. Moreover, about 25% of the UK population live below 

the poverty level. 

A long path to make is still needed towards a development based on the attenuation of social 

inequalities within countries and development differences between North and South. The fact is that neither 

the international community nor the multilateral institutions have fulfilled their "promises" about the 

development opportunities that the opening and liberalization should have brought to developing countries. 

The global governance system is hence in crisis because its aims seem to be controversial and the legitimacy 

of agents involved in decision making is criticized. 

Indeed, the IMF and World Bank have introduced structural adjustment plans and recommendations 

of the Washington Consensus as the best treatment for social and economic problems of developing 

countries. Trade and capital markets liberalization, privatization and budgetary austerity ... many reforms 

intended to allow the "all market" to fulfil its assumed role in promoting development (Uzunidis, Yacoub & 

Otando, 2009). For Liberal supporters, the mechanisms of competition would allow developing countries to 

change the pace and characteristics of their insertion in the International Division of Labour (IDL) (Gabas & 

Hugon, 2001). Specialization according to relative production factor endowments would be beneficial to all. 

According to Krugman (1998), the free movement of goods and capital is the necessary and sufficient 

condition for a global welfare. Hence, the supremacy of the market was affirmed and the minimum of State 

policy has become the rule supported by the international institutions. The merit of such a policy is based on 

systematic review of public policies, marked by the emergence of public choice theory, while, as stated 

Coussy (2003), “liberal reform strategy” is designed as a gear where any liberalization leads to another. 

Some writers, like Susan Strange (1996) have even diagnosed the withdrawal of the State. 

However, after nearly three decades of minimum State policy, the facts have denied its relevance, the 

balance of liberal reforms has revealed very mixed. Trade liberalization has not contributed to reducing 

inequalities in the South, but to their growth. The pattern of trade still reflects the IDL, with a deterioration 

of the trade terms
1
, imprisoning many developing countries in the spiral of debt. The structuralist approach, 

but also the history of the world economy, shows indeed that there are impoverishing and discriminating 

specializations, which are unable to trigger a sustained and consistent process of internal accumulation 

(Uzunidis &Yacoub, 2009b). The sub-Saharan Africa situation is the best illustration. The subcontinent is in 

a paradoxical situation, both highly integrated global market economy through its rentier economy (its 

exports exceed 40% of GDP) and more marginalized in the globalization process. More generally, many 

Latin American and African countries are experiencing a "premature deindustrialization" (Richard & 

Rayment, 2004), while those which have not followed to the letter (South Korea, Taiwan...) or not at all 

(China, India) the IMF programs have achieved better macroeconomic performance (Easterly, 2001). 

Indeed, in these programs the development problem was confined to the benefit of a set of objectives 

making integration into the global economy and the dismantling of state power an end per se. It has even led 

                                                             
1 The agricultural raw materials prices remain very volatile. However, since 1995 and for a whole decade, the exchange terms of all 

exported primary goods by the South deteriorate by 42% in constant dollars (World Bank, 2003). 
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to believe that the development imperatives overlap with those of growth. If, as stated Mancebo (2008) that 

belief remains parasitic for reflection on sustainable development, a growing number of empirical works 

successfully demonstrates that a high rate of economic growth is not the only basis of the development 

process; it is the nature of growth (equal or unequal) which is decisive (Bourguignon, 2003; Deininger & 

Squire, 1998).  

But how to sustain this growth through a voluntarist development policy while reducing the role of 

the State and “commodifying” the basic services restrain redistribution and equalization instruments across 

national territories? The purely political factors weakened steadily in parallel with the increasing dominance 

of purely economic forces in the international game of power. Now, the conditions of capitalist expansion 

are established at the expense of the South. According to Arendt (2001), capitalism follows a growth process, 

which once widespread on the national territory, extends to pre-capitalist territories. In the "legitimacy" of 

this hypertrophy of capitalism, one can perceive an obstacle to the State's ability to act on behalf of the 

national interest and a separation between economic and social issues. Global governance has legitimized a 

new paradigm of power, going less through national governments and more through the global market, 

where many agents seek financial gain. The result is a significant creation of private wealth unevenly 

distributed and poverty traps phenomena involving several social groups, particularly in the South. 

Then international agencies have been led to change their speeches and a return to regulation and 

institutionalism seems to have occurred. While the IMF is back, since the Asian crisis on its positions 

regarding the uncontrolled liberalization of capital flows, the World Bank Report (1997) advocates good 

governance as a condition for the proper functioning of the market. This implies, in this case, people's 

participation in decision-making and redistributive policies, led in order to fight against poverty. However, in 

these programs we also notice the maintaining of a dominant position for economic conditionalities. First, 

participation is presented rather as a way to explain to populations the need for macroeconomic stabilization 

(World Bank, 2002). It is hence the opportunity to reintroduce the theme of "democratic accountability" of 

the State. Secondly, in the speech of the World Bank, good governance refers to a process of good decision 

making. But is it a real improvement in population's participation in policy decisions or simply a 

reintroduction of competition between political players in order to guarantee "healthy" policies in the wake 

of liberal reforms? 

With hindsight, the answer is now clear: if the speeches of international institutions have changed, 

practices remain the same and policies of openness to foreign trade and investment continue to run as the 

panacea to the “bad development”. International institutions have contributed to the fact that globalization 

does not only put economics above all, but also a particular vision of economics; market fanaticism. Indeed, 

financial globalization depreciates corporal and material properties in favour of the pursuit of the short term 

financial gain. It's a real financial industry which, to generate money, relies on international financial 

markets, handle capitals unrelated to their material base and creates a rentier economy spreading unequally 

the stock market gains. The virtual economy seems to take precedence over the real economy, which today 

suffers from the drifts of the capitalist expansion process. 
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Over the past decade crises become more recurrent and probably more violent and costly, combining 

financial, social, food and energy dimensions. These are occasions to renew discussions on the role, the 

architecture and the effectiveness of global governance, revealed to be unable to stabilize global economy 

and resolve crises effectively (Uzunidis & Yacoub, 2009a). According to Stiglitz (2006), we are far from the 

supposed transfer of risks, via the capital markets, from those who can not bear them to those who can. 

Developing countries are then brought to bear considerable risks with economic and social impacts which are 

potentially dramatic. 

International institutions produce plenty of "good practices" rules, enacted without any real debate. If 

the intentions are laudable in appearance, these rules are not necessarily adapted to local circumstances. They 

led to a second set of priorities of development and could not substitute public voluntarism. Another failure 

of global governance is, as argued by Galbraith (1997) and Hugon (1999), that of having a development 

model advocated systematically liberal, but also identical for countries with very different characteristics. 

The emphasis granted in the speeches of international financial institutions to sustainable 

development, particularly through the fight against poverty and the mobilization of resources for 

development in the South
2
, must not conceal their responsibility in promoting policies resulting in 

impoverishment and widening inequalities and their contribution to increasing the overall market instability; 

an instability that they can no longer explain. Why do these two institutions have tried, and partly alas, 

succeeded in imposing this liberalization, particularly in the South, by going beyond their mandates? 

We believe that the answer lies in the decision making process of international institutions, where the 

absence of a balance of power among stakeholders still reveals a failure of global governance, perhaps the 

most fundamental. Indeed, the global economic game rules continue to be set at the level of structures 

embodying a strong asymmetry of power and thus to constitute means serving the interests of some agents: 

those from large multinational corporations whose power of negotiation and pressure significantly increased 

and those of industrialized countries, specially the United States. As Giraud (2003), we believe that these 

institutions are justifiably seen as representatives of the dominant state power. 

In fact, power imbalances between the North and South have historical roots, because since the 

sixteenth century, their political and economic relationships were based on logics of domination and 

exploitation. They did not end with decolonization. The way the Northern countries and international 

financial institutions for example manage the debt crisis since the 1980s, summarizes per se the persistence 

of these logics. Within these institutions, the regime is clearly undemocratic: United States have 17.4% of the 

voting rights at the IMF board, while 83 countries have each less than 0.1%. The United Nations system, 

which is based in principle on the rule of "one country, one vote" is no exception to this rule of concentration 

of power, since four of the five permanent members of the Security Council are developed countries.  

Also on the scale of the WTO, the negotiations were often revelatory of these imbalances in 

decision-making powers. Already in 1999, the Ministerial Conference in Seattle ended in failure, particularly 

on topics related to sustainable development (social norms, instead of developing countries in trade...). Two 

                                                             
2 Even in terms of public aid to development (PAD), the promises of the international community to make it achieve 0.7% of the 

GDP of the richest countries have not been kept; this rate is less than 0.23%. 
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years later, the Fourth Ministerial Conference in Doha (2001) was also marked by numerous North-South 

oppositions. The Fifth (Cancun, 2003) did not lead neither to acceptable compromises and was marked by 

the absence of reference to the commitments made at the World Summit on Sustainable Development, 

revealing that the agenda of the negotiations was only the expression of power relations.  

Stighlitz (2006) highlights an additional problem of malfunctioning of multilateral institutions: their 

pyramidal decision structure. Indeed, around the table of the WTO and the IMF, there are trade and finance 

ministers and central bankers, while other decision makers whose fields of competencies would also be 

relevant are excluded (specialists in social protection, in research, in justice...). The example of Uruguay 

Round is illuminating in this stage. Discussions having focused on the trade stakes of intellectual property 

rights implied several consequences for research, health and development in developing countries. But the 

result of autism about these issues was an agreement poorly suited for research, and lesser for developing 

countries and catastrophic for health. This pyramidal structure of decision implies also that private interests 

easily creep in negotiations, making the decision process even more failing.  

We do not take unnecessary risks by stating that international institutions formalize a liberal 

accumulation drawn by the new neo-mercantilist policies of major industrial countries and multinational 

corporations (Uzunidis, 2005; Uzunidis & Yacoub, 2008). With an unbalanced institutional architecture, a 

contested equity of negotiation structures and a lack of procedures ensuring democratic accountability of 

these institutions, we are bound away from this global governance the legitimacy of which should be based 

on the imperative to temper the paradoxes of Globalization in the aim of sustainable development. For these 

same reasons, it is also difficult to expect spectacular advances in preserving environment. 

1.2.  A disputed assessment as regards environment  

It was in the late 1960s that the first reviews concerning the pursued development models appear, 

referring to social and environmental damages caused by some major developments and industries. The oil 

shocks have been the opportunity to make the developed countries aware that their material prosperity was 

founded on the intensive use of exhaustible natural resources. 

It is then the 1970s and 1980s which were the years of major international conferences on 

environment. The first, held in Stockholm in 1972, presented a critique of the productivism and advocated an 

Eco-development. During the conferences on population and development in Mexico (1984) and Cairo 

(1994), the problem is considered from the demographic angle. In 1987, the World Commission on 

Environment and Development (WCED) insists in the Brundtland Report on the requirements of a 

development model protecting biodiversity and ecosystems. The meeting held in Rio (1992) provides an 

actions frame of reference (global Agenda 21) to be applied by States. In 1997, the third UN Conference on 

Climate Change sets the Kyoto Protocol, which stipulates the need to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases. 

More recently, during the Johannesburg Summit (2002), a treaty was ratified on the conservation of natural 

resources and biodiversity and in 2009 was held the Copenhagen conference on climate. 

The international community explores in more than three decades the ways of a collective effort for a 

development based on a balance between economic growth and conservation of ecosystems (Uzunidis, 

2008). The logic development sustainability from an environmental perspective should be that we do not 
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inherit the Earth from our ancestors, but we borrow it from our children. However, the magnitude of the 

current ecological crisis and its effects which accumulate at an accelerated rate, show that these multiplying 

protocols and conferences have only partially succeeded in making environmental policies converge. Instead 

of a global economy respectful towards environment, they are definitely accumulated environmental 

problems so far unresolved that we bequeath to future generations. Multiple stakes continue to foster 

attitudes unfavourable to intergenerational equilibriums and their consequences on the quality of our 

environment are already quite alarming: resource depletion, pollution, biodiversity loss, global warming 

caused by emissions of greenhouse gases, etc. 

One cause of these damages is often referred to the demographic boom: now estimated at 6.9 billions 

people, the world population has doubled since 1965. According to prospective studies we will be more than 

9 billions in 2050, moreover, individual consumption of resources increases. This population explosion 

would not be worrying if we do not consume the planet's resources faster than they can regenerate, thus 

contributing to their depletion. 

Contributing to this depletion is unequal across the North, but it is more between the North and the 

South: Developed countries account for 20% of the world's population but consume 80% of natural 

resources. According to the ecologist association World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), if all countries 

followed the American Way of Life (the United States consumes nearly 25% of resources for 5% of the 

population), it would take more than 6 planets to answer the global population’s needs. So if the 

consumption of resources and generally, the human impact on the environment may change with the 

population size, it is also undeniable that this depends on the level of individual consumption and the nature 

of productive technologies used. This impact, often measured by the “ecological footprint”, has never been 

such problematic, especially as it has a tendency to increase. The footprint is estimated at 2.3 ha per capita, 

with gross disparities between countries and regions
3
. 

But regardless these differences, it is ultimately the overall effect of our past development modes 

that should concern us, not only in terms of resource depletion. Today, our entire planet suffers. Toxic wastes 

are released and our water and our land as our atmosphere are now contaminated in alarming proportions. 

During the past 20 years, the amount of municipal wastes per capita in industrialized countries has almost 

tripled. To these are added the quantity and the toxicity of industrial and agricultural wastes which are also 

steadily rising and nuclear wastes, characterized as dangerous and irreversible pollution. 

Emissions of carbon dioxide (CO2) have also more than doubled since the mid-20
th
 century, 

following the massive use of fossil fuels. Despite the natural mechanisms of regulation, the biosphere is now 

unable to absorb these emissions. The natural cycle of CO2 is no longer observed (Dolique, 2009). The most 

alarming fact is that greenhouse gases emissions (74% as CO2) causes global warming. How many degrees 

and when? According to the IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change), the average warming by 

the year 2100 will be 1.4 to 5.8°C compared with 1990. This question was discussed at the twelfth UN 

Conference on Climate Change (2006), then reaching a “consensus” on two points: to halve greenhouse 

                                                             
3 It is estimated at 1.3 ha in Asia and 1.1 in Africa, but at 4.8 ha in the European Union and 9.4 ha in North America (WWW, 2008).  
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gases emissions before 2050 and to extend the Kyoto Protocol after 2012. But is this not inappropriate to use 

the term “consensus” when major players in climate change are absent (USA, China, India). 

Until this consensus is true, the massive greenhouse gases emissions are a global threat, as the 

consequences of the resulting global warming are considerable. Some natural cycles are disturbed and 

extreme meteorological phenomena are more frequent (heat waves, floods, droughts, storms...), contributing 

to water scarcity, to the degradation of soil quality, the spread of disease, deforestation and to loss of 

biodiversity. Thus, the sea level rose by 15 cm during the last century and the IPCC predicts a rise between 9 

and 88 cm by 2100. The forests, which are key links in the chain of life, have decreased by 2.4% since 1990. 

Biodiversity is affected because of pollution and the massive exploitation of fauna and flora, but also because 

of global warming. Result: more than a quarter of mammal species, 20% of those fish and 12% of those birds 

are now threatened by extinction. 

Global warming is considered to be THE environmental challenge of the 21
st
 century, at a time when 

the struggle for reducing greenhouse gases emissions under the Kyoto Protocol runs into implementation 

difficulties and the results of the international negotiations show how divergent the interests are and how still 

missing the good will of some is. While in Nairobi (2006) the Pacific islands advocate more concrete actions 

and the EU would like to go ahead, the United States and Australia have not signed the Kyoto Protocol. 

From their side, China and India have claimed their "right to economic growth" and refused any binding 

commitment. 

To date, it is obvious that the debate on environmental concerns is more normative than practical. 

Despite the fact that humanity is already suffering from the effects of past mistakes and that future 

generations will be even more because of ours, it seems that men have distanced themselves towards nature 

and that many of them are not ready to take up with it. One of the most visible signs supporting this 

impression is the extent to which our entire economy has become an economy of waste, with which the hope 

of any real pressure on the planet resources and the quality of our environment is reduced by the demands of 

the capitalistic expansion. 

Historically, economists have taken so long to consider the question of environment and the renewal 

of natural resources (Boutillier, 2003). Environmental problems are due to the fact that the production factor 

“land” has been slow to be taken into account or has not been sufficiently taken into account in the dominant 

economic approaches, which legitimized the expansion of capitalism seeking for material wealth and which 

inspired the actions of multilateral institutions. As stressed by Uzunidis (2008), during the decades of high 

growth of the after-war, there was an acceleration of cumulative mechanisms destructive of ecological 

balances, reflecting the standards of production and consumption of “Fordism”. But since these mechanisms 

were associated with a higher standard of living, the players have tacitly agreed to be silent. Since, however, 

it is becoming difficult not to recognize that the productivist model of capitalism is in crisis of sustainability. 

But this recognition is not enough: it is a development model more independent from the capitalist 

logic, integrating environment respect, which should be implemented. Because so far, industrialization and 

technological choices related to energy and transportation, consumerism, the use of the atmosphere as a 

dumping ground for rejecting common greenhouse gases emissions..., remain far from achieving an economy 
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and a society concerned about the impending weakening of ecosystems. Natural resources for example, the 

effective management of which should be crucial for sustainable development, continue to feed the logic of 

rentier States and conflicts for rent capture, and this in spite of measures taken by international institutions 

for addressing corruption and cronyism by a good governance spirit. Insufficient appropriate regulations and 

effective actions, this leaves a clear field of environmental policies often symbolic, showing the sustainable 

development as an ideological speech.  

The ecological crisis is so very indicative of the magnitude of the risks of systematic deregulation 

and of the fragility of the current global governance to manage them effectively. Liberal reforms and 

recommendations to all developing countries since the structural adjustment programs appear clearly for 

what they are: recommendations based on a neoliberal fundamentalism which, according to Stighlitz (2008), 

has always been a political doctrine serving private interests rather than public interest. 

The international institutions have in fact implicitly encouraged the environmental excesses of 

capitalism, promoting trade liberalization and unconditional opening to international investments. For 

example, global governance tries to solve the problem of massive greenhouse gases emissions through the 

allocation of the “permit to pollute”. The main criterion for defining this permit is to make it proportional to 

the population and to the pollution level of countries. Two other criteria are taken into account: the most 

polluting countries must reduce their emissions more quickly and rich countries must reduce them faster than 

the poor. But in practice, this mechanism has made that developed countries have more right to pollute. This 

is a failure of global governance. As stated by Uzunidis (2008), the "Ricardian" comparative advantages 

applied to the environmental issue make that emitting countries buy "pollution rights" next to poor countries 

and justify the relocation of polluting activities of multinationals to these countries. A profit strategy is hence 

spreading at the expense of the developing countries interests and environmental imperatives. 

Another criticism can be made about the functioning of global governance system, although it may 

seem paradoxical with the increasing number of environmental NGOs and the international scale: indeed, it 

is not denied that environmental imperatives have been a remarkable laboratory for new forms of 

governance, leading to some progress in the democratic functioning of international institutions. However, 

efforts to open decisional processes to the global civil society have so far mainly benefited to a relatively 

small number of well-organized interest groups (representatives of major industry lobbies or corporatists, 

recognized scientific experts ...). Multilateral institutions are indeed influenced by the United States 

government and large MNCs which develop networks of pressure around these institutions, often through 

NGOs. The fact is that the interests of multinational companies are attracting much haggling and the 

difference between "wanting to do well" and "doing" is flagrant. Since in the facts, respect for the 

environment requires enormous concessions from both countries and companies that many of them are not 

always ready to do. 

This case points the eruption in our society of a sort of generalized NIMBY behaviour. Acronym for 

Not In My Backyard, it describes conflicts arising from an opposition to the maintenance or to the expansion 

of collective goods, to rather preserve private interests. This behaviour corresponds to that of several 

countries, particularly U.S. government, which is hindering the effectiveness of global environmental 
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governance, preferring as in other fields of international politics to safeguard the interest of its economy and 

its companies. 

But in general, standards and devices called of sustainable development are still determined in a 

space of negotiation where, unlike the United States and all northern countries, those in the South have little 

influence. Their application appears thus largely dictated from outside (Carroué, 2005; Boidin & Djeflat, 

2009; Foyer, 2008). On pain of losing political and financial support of the North and the multilateral 

institutions, they are now obliged to give a number of their projects an appearance of sustainable 

development, often inconsistent with their own constraints and objectives. What real importance can 

environmental standards set by the North generate as regards the fight against the loss of biodiversity, 

greenhouse gases emissions and global warming, in several countries where famine, poverty and political 

strife and social are the watchwords? 

If the intentions behind those standards may seem honourable, in the facts they valued the economic 

over all. In this way, they only maintain the problem at the global level and dig the North-South social and 

environmental inequalities, which may also often interfere and cumulate in terms of generated and 

undergone impacts (Theys, 2000; Kestemont & al, 2007; Agyeman & al, 2003). 

Thus, it is now well established that the environmental challenges of sustainable development, to be 

taken into account effectively and by all, should not be divorced from social and economic imperatives. If 

the causes showing sustainable development as a utopian goal return to the same dissociation made in favour 

of economic imperatives, the solutions are specifically looking into the possibilities of renewing the three 

imperatives. We believe that in achieving such a goal, technological policies focusing on eco-innovation 

have a primordial role to play and that the reform of global governance system is imperative to define new 

bases of operation, in the perspective of a real balance between the three dimensions of sustainable 

development. 

 

2. TECHNOLOGICAL POLICY AND THINK GLOBAL GOVERNANCE IN THE PERSPECTIVE 

OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

The awareness of the magnitude of the attacks on our planet and their effects is now global. 

Pollution, energy shortage, global warming, biodiversity loss, etc. many global constraints of a new kind, all 

consequences of our socio-economic development model. But nothing is more stimulating for the scientific 

creativity that the prospect of a constraint. A break in the techno-economic paradigm is therefore imperative 

and its opportunities lay in the design and dissemination of new technologies preserving environment (2.1.). 

National policies to promote these technologies are so crucial, but probably insufficient to "cure all 

the diseases of Earth". Environmental issues, such as social, are now global and the answers should be too. 

To the necessity to act effectively at the local scale, is then added the need to act at the global scale. The 

environmental and social abuses of globalization encourage us to grasp all the "criticalness" of a new model 

of global governance, well over-fitted with the national policies, seeking for a successful real change of 

paradigm involving all types of players. It is only in this way that collective and concerted actions will be 

effective in aiming for sustainable development and that will be recognized the inestimable value, for us as 

well as for our children, of production and preservation of global public goods (2.2.). 
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2.1. What technological policies for the environment? 

2.2. For a global governance system based on the "PPP" 

At this level of analysis several questions remain acute: How to defend democratic interests of future 

generations? In the short term, how to work for an economic and social progress without endangering the 

natural balance of the planet? And how to reduce the gap between North and South while the planet suffers 

from rampant extraction of its resources? Without reconsidering the "economic" value of the social and of 

the environmental, the resort to innovations and technical progresses can not provide reliable answers in the 

long term. Similarly, disputes and crises have made visible the gaps in the responses achieved at the global 

governance level. But this should not obscure the institutional innovations potentialities that governance 

conceals at both plans theoretical and practical.  

As Stiglitz (2006), we believe that new thinking on global governance must start from the concept of 

global public goods (GPG). Announced by Kindleberger (1973, 1986) and enriched by the contributions of 

other economists, the problem of GPG has since the late 1990s taken an important dimension in international 

organizations. Meanwhile, it is the work of Hardin (1968) that brings up the concept in the environmental 

field. Reference to this concept, still under construction, now enlightens the failures of the international 

management of current resources of the planet and undermines the foundations of our development model, 

where the quest for material wealth leaves little room to environmental and social considerations.  

Traditionally defined by economists as non-exclusive and non-rival goods, it makes it rather difficult 

to delimit the area covered by GPG. According to the study of Kaul & al. (1999), the field of GPG includes 

the reduction of global warming, basic research, the fight against the spread of some diseases, financial 

stability and the reduction of poverty. For Stiglitz, the climate, water, air, biodiversity, international security, 

knowledge, but also the international economic and financial stabilization are GPG. While the International 

Task Force on GPG offers its own list of theses goods: peace and security, control of pandemics, natural 

common goods, trade openness, international financial stability and knowledge.  

The theoretical corpus relative to GPG and on which may be based global public policy, is far from 

being unified and stabilized. By tapping into the many theoretical contributions, Gabas & Hugon (2003) 

distinguish two schools of thought to justify this action. The first is economic and minimalist: it justifies the 

existence of GPG only by the market and state failures in international relationships. The issue of GPG is 

also discussed in terms of interests, costs and benefits and compensation of agents. This is the case of 

pollution, where assignments of rights to pollute allow an environmental risk management through market 

mechanisms. The second school, of global political economics, analyzes the GPG in terms of constructs that 

depend on historical and political decisions which refer to the general interest or common heritage. 

According to this school, the identification of GPG differs depending on the era (with changes in technology 

and demand), and on societies (because of differences in culture or in development). Few areas can thus 

cover broad common interests globally. 

The concept of GPG is so controversial, and its theoretical foundation, as its practical application, 

raised several questions. In addition to "our natural environment", to which entity do the GPG refer to be 

public and global? And what is the legitimate political space in which they should be considered? These 
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questions are far from being solved. For Constantin (2002), the concept is a "new ideology of international 

action". For Coussy (2003), the success of the concept is less the result of a new theoretical offer than the 

symptom of an increased demand for a theory of public management of international relationships. 

Thus, if economists and the international community realize the importance of GPG, there is still a 

long way to go to turn this innovative notion into a robust and consensual concept around which could 

legitimately be articulated multilateral cooperation
4
 and collective action at the global scale. In this context, 

should be identified priorities as regards these actions, in terms of funding, technology shift and 

redistribution. The principle of global redistribution should indeed be integrated with greater pragmatism in 

the priorities of multilateral institutions to promote more equitable and inclusive development, based on the 

reduction of inequalities and the fairer distribution of wealth. A fundamental reform of the current global 

governance is therefore imperative to raise differently the question of articulation between market and public 

spheres and to overcome judicial deficits and those in incentives and in participation, in the production and 

management GPG and generally, those taking us far away from sustainable development.  

The experience of the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg demonstrated 

indeed that the agreements reached in the official forum of negotiations are often a reflection of the "lowest 

common denominator" of stakeholders and remain strongly marked by mutual suspicion, asymmetries of 

power, the pursuit of national interests and the hegemony of the economic. According to Uzunidis (2008), 

the short-termism of competitiveness and the structural antagonism not only removes any prospect of a 

lasting solution, but also prevents the exploitation of scientific and technological protection, preservation and 

regeneration of environmental resources.  

What reforms of global governance system can therefore be considered to achieve a development 

combining the "three Ps" (Profit, People, Planet)? We believe that these reforms should involve real change 

of the operating mechanisms of this system and a fundamentally new thinking about its goals.  

Let's start with the operating mechanisms, where for us a first reform seems necessary: to introduce 

in the instruments of international trade regulation, environmental and social standards and strengthen their 

links with trade rules. Regarding the introduction of the social question in the context of the WTO, many 

economists have questioned its relevance as there are other agencies more competent in this field (Gabas & 

Hugon, 2003). In this case, the balance between commercial and social rights would require the 

empowerment of other organizations including the International Labour Organisation. Regarding the 

relationship between trade and environmental rules, it seems depending on the possibilities of renovating the 

United Nations Environment Program or the creation of a World Environment Organization (WEO). 

However, this institutional reform can be effective only if it can act on the basis of agreed principles. It 

appears important to clarify the respective mandates of different international organizations (existing or to be 

created) and to ensure greater institutional coherence.  

This coherence is nevertheless to foster not only between the international institutions: the effective 

reform of the functioning of global governance also requires complementarity with national policies and 

more concrete involvement of civil society.   

                                                             
4 According to Sandler (2001), the question of multilateral cooperation is at the heart of the issue of GPG. 
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In fact, it was well established that the objective of sustainable development can be very difficult to 

reach when the 'local' and the 'global' do not, or very little, articulate. The domestic public action should be 

considered as the foundation in the construction of a global model of sustainable development. For that, it is 

imperative to give away the ideological debate which has locked the discussion on global governance: For 

some, it is the sole solution to global problems today and it is thus the legitimate alternative to failing public 

policies. For others, however, the "global governance" is the problem not the solution, as it refers to a 

"toolbox" containing a list of standards or instruments dictated from outside, replacing the illegitimate 

voluntarism and national audiences questioning any notion of sovereign development. Rather than thinking 

according to a logic of substitution and opposing an idyllic form of global governance to systemic failures of 

national government intervention, we should be placed in a perspective of complementarity and linkage 

between the “national” and the “global”.  

For example, in developing countries, innovation for sustainable development is often imported and 

expensive. But everywhere, the advantages of technological and organizational innovations win when 

adapted and incited by real industrial policies (Laperche, 2008). More generally, national policies should 

remain an effective means of regulating behaviour and the best guarantee to achieve a public interest 

balancing economic, social and environmental objectives. But, in what circumstances could they be so? The 

answer lies in a revival of public policies involving modes of action and objectives more strategic allowing a 

democratic and sustainable development (Yacoub, 2009).  

The challenge would be thus to explore with more of pragmatism the possibilities to make influence 

collectively on the destiny of the world as part of a global governance system, well connected with renovated 

national policies. Because indeed, only the collective and concerted confrontation of growing challenges in 

sustainable development is likely to be relevant. We have seen that the social excesses of our development 

models are as well concerning in the North as in the South and that, regardless of their responsibilities in the 

accumulation of environmental problems, it is ultimately the overall balance of the ecosystem that is 

deregulated and the prospect of its restoration can not be considered by acting on only some of its parts.  

The challenges of today's political economics and institutional economics can be summarized in 

opportunities to improve or even to invent organizational and coordination forms allowing the adaptation to 

the national context the rules produced at the global level and the more fairly involvement of developing 

countries  in decision making. So that the local sustainable development would not be more a slogan rather 

than a genuine expression of political will. Indeed, international institutions, overrepresented by the North, 

did not sufficiently take into account the specific problems of developing countries to put into practice the 

concept of sustainable development. We must therefore address more fundamentally the question of its 

ownership and its indigenization by local institutions and communities. Global governance should thus be 

that form of participative democracy producing more appropriate rules and standards which should be locally 

better targeted but fairly consistent with each other to solve global problems. But, how to generate more 

consensus and membership? The answer is probably dependent on the states (in the South) and also on the 

true involvement of global civil society, in any case much more than think people who today define the 

mechanisms of global governance. 
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Indeed, although the decisions at the multilateral institutions level are taken within an assembly of 

States i.e. of governments representing the populations, this formal construction is in lack of a “sense of 

legitimacy”, leading the conviction to the civil society not to weigh in the construction of collective goals  

(Lamy, 2005). As advanced, the growing number of international NGOs, while indicative of a greater 

involvement of civil society in global decision-making, in reality, these NGOs remain often under the 

influence of interest groups. Thus representatives of civil society have to be legitimate, but also the decision 

structure in multilateral institutions should be less pyramidal. This requires multi-partner and 

interdisciplinary approaches, involving the cooperation and participation in decisions of agents from 

different disciplines, different areas, different backgrounds and operating at different territorial levels.  

However, is it enough to develop international institutions by making them more democratic, more 

transparent and more opened to the participation of the civil society so that a global consensus on the nature 

and hierarchy of sustainable development objectives could be achieved? A fundamental change in the logic 

of capitalist expansion is it not necessary?  

Because until then, sustainable development has legitimized a number of barriers to entry, providing 

a pretext for protectionism in developed countries and thus giving the impression that capitalism is fully 

based on the ultimate quest for financial gain (Brunel, 2008). But also, the use of "imported" sustainability is 

often the preferred means for capitalist expansion. Developed countries ensure their internal sustainability, 

by rejecting the cost of their economic development on other areas of the South (e.g. the relocation of 

polluting activities). Their internal sustainability is ensured, in fact, at the expense of external sustainability 

and therefore of the global sustainability (Pearce & al, 1989). Sustainable development is now perceived as a 

new stage of capitalism which is resolutely “modernized” (Touraine, 1999) or as a “new packaging, a matter 

of marketing” (Lascoumes, 2001). 

To change the logic of the capitalist expansion requires a global recognition of the material basis of 

societies and social and environmental dimensions of development, without which the prospect of building a 

common sustainable world can not be realized. We need that all the players “see the end of their actions” to 

change their individual and collective behaviour of consumption, exchange and production. And it is through 

cultural integration and learning that this change becomes possible.  

It is therefore necessary for States to engage, at the level of education systems, training programs on 

environmental and social issues of our development model which should be beyond the strict bounds of 

awareness. This would take into account the requirements of sustainable development, namely at the 

microeconomic level, through the principle of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). The firms would be 

more likely to voluntarily integrate social and environmental concerns into their activities and their 

relationships with stakeholders. But as pointed out by Laperche (2009), the integration of these concerns 

should not be perceived as a constraint on profitability. It is an obligation explained by the considerable 

place occupied by the firm in today's society and also an advantage, since it can easily be associated with a 

strategy to realize profit. It is only in this way that the democratic involvement of firms and of the entire 

global civil society in decision-making processes of multilateral institutions could be the key to real advances 

in sustainable development.  
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CONCLUDING REMARKS  

Capitalism has too long shaped according to its own laws and in a questionable way, our natural and 

social environment. Today, the logic of its expansion should change in response to the imperatives of 

sustainable development.  And it is in this perspective that we should rethink the operating mechanisms and 

aims of the current global governance system. Since, with an unbalanced institutional structure, a contested 

equity of negotiation structures and a default of procedures ensuring accountability of multilateral agencies, 

the concrete goals of this system have largely deviated from those legitimating it. The fact is that the drifts of 

capitalism have not been alleviated they have even been implicitly encouraged, leading to a disputed balance 

in economic and social development, a premature exhaustion of the planet's resources and an alarming 

deregulation of natural balances. It was thus a fundamental mistake to encourage the "excesses of the 

economy”, while real progress towards sustainable development requires a careful balancing between 

economic performance, social equity and the preservation of ecosystems.  

But do we not also learn most from these same mistakes? The numerous failures of the current global 

governance are bringing as many teachings for researchers who get down and the duty of whom is to bring 

remedies to them. The global debate aroused by sustainable development should be considered with more 

acuity, since a consensus was not reached on the targeted objectives, on the responsibilities of different 

agents and of political, economic, but also legal and cultural tools, necessary for the reinvention of a 

theoretical corpus on which can stand renewed practices as regards global governance and environment 

preservative technology policies.  

Our analysis suggests ways of thinking about the relevance of technological policies in concreting 

sustainable development and by the same on the necessary revival of national policies in a context of 

complementarity and coordination with the global governance instruments. Sustainable development should 

indeed be an endless source of technological and institutional innovations at the national as well as the global 

level. If eco-innovation has not so far been able to provide the necessary solutions to global problems we 

face today, it is because the relationships and the economic logics have not changed in the intended 

measurement and sense. But these logics can be modified only by a voluntarist policy, reflecting itself, the 

pressure of social demand and the changing in behaviours.   

We believe that the key of a change in consumption and production behaviours allowing to capture 

globally these issues of sustainable development lies in education and awareness on environmental and 

socioeconomic impacts of widening inequalities within and between countries and in the need to address it in 

the framework of democratic debates at the local, national and global levels. It is only in this way that 

technological innovation could be made to serve the "new economy" and that the "global contract for the 

Earth" could emerge.  

If the concept of GPG could be called for in this debate as a common value whose preservation 

requires a collective and concerted action, it should also be an innovative incentive to rethink, at the 

theoretical and practical levels, global governance as an integrated and complementary form of participatory 
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democracy, taking into account the diversity of national contexts. A true theory of democracy applicable at 

the global level remains hence to be invented.  

We do not imagine by these reflections the construction of a world with no conflicts, no crises, no 

selfishness and no clashes, because it would be simply the negation of human behavioural characteristics. 

Nevertheless, thanks to our science and to the emergence of a new global public-spiritedness, we believe it is 

possible that this world can be economically more balanced, socially more united and also more likely to 

preserve the quality of its natural environment. In this perspective, the sustainable development thinking, 

wonderful source of initiatives and of technological, social and institutional innovations, has followed a real 

process of trials and errors, but it should still be refined and enriched to build this new world or this “new 

economy” having the duty to be sustainable.  

 

 

 


