
5

Introduction1



Sustainable development links the economic, social and
environmental objectives of society in a balanced way. Pursuing
sustainable development involves taking a comprehensive view of
human betterment by:

• drawing on the social and environmental,as well as the 
economic, dimensions to welfare and development,

• considering the long term consequences of today ’s activities,

• emphasising the importance of international co-operation 
in arriving at viable solutions.

Agenda 21, the international community’s action programme for
economically, socially, and environmentally sustainable
development,was adopted at the United Nations Conference on
Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro in
1992.The World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD),
to be held in Johannesburg in August/September 2002,is an
important opportunity for the international community to take
stock of progress towards sustainable development and to
rededicate itself to the global achievement of that goal.

At EU level,a new 6th Environment Action Programme (2002) sets
the framework and priorities for Community environment policy
to 2010 and establishes the environmental priorities for the 
EU Sustainable Development Strategy (2001).

At home, Sustainable Development:A Strategy for Ireland, endorsed
by Government in 1997, reflects and takes forward in the Irish
context the programme towards sustainable development set out
in Agenda 21; it also takes into account other relevant
international and EU developments.

While the Strategy has had,and continues to have, a major
influence on policy and action in Ireland,it cannot stand still,
particularly in the Ireland of 2002 and in the context of rapid
globalisation.Reflecting this,the Strategy has been developed and
built upon in subsequent years through supporting and
complementary policy documents.Moreover, a number of
Government Departments have adopted strategic sectoral policy
documents either in anticipation of or in response to it.

Significant progress has been made in recent years with
protection of the environment in the framework of the Strategy.
There have been a number of major policy developments;
institutions for environmental protection and sustainable
development have been strengthened;the concept of
environmental integration is now more fully accepted as a feature
of legislation,Government policy and national development
programmes;there is greater appreciation of the importance of
shared responsibility for the environment on the part of all
sectors of society;public access to information in relation to the
environment has been extended;and,in terms of environmental
outcomes,the long-standing trend of deterioration in river water
quality has been halted.

It is clear, n o n e t h e l e s s , that economic growth through the 1990s
has placed growing pre s s u res on the env i ronment as evidenced by
i n c reasing waste vo l u m e s ,e n e r gy use and greenhouse gas 
e m i s s i o n s , the incidence of water pollution, the impact of grow i n g
housing demand and the associated settlement patterns, a n d
t h reats to natural re s o u rc e s .These pre s s u res highlight the
i m p o rtance of decoupling economic growth from consumption of
e nv i ronmental re s o u rc e s . It is necessary for Ireland to do better in
the coming decade if all our international commitments are to be
m e t , and national env i ronmental quality improved and pro t e c t e d .
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... economy and environment create
many of the conditions for social
progress and a better quality of life.
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The sustainable development agenda is both complex and broad,
involving economic, social and environmental policies and the
linkages between them. Because of Ireland’s rapid change in many
respects through the 1990s – change which was largely
associated with the nature and extent of economic growth and
which had not become fully evident in 1997 - and its implications
(actual or potential) for the natural resource base , this report
focuses primarily on the environment-economy link as a priority
issue now for sustainable development policy in Ireland.In doing
this,it:

• reviews and assesses Ireland’s progress to date in the 
pursuit of sustainable development,

• provides an enhanced focus for the task of securing 
greater integration of environmental and economic policy,
inter alia through an increased emphasis on resource 
efficiency (eco-efficiency),

• seeks to maximise the benefits in environmental terms 
from Ireland’s “new economy”,

• reflects recent developments in social policy, which has 
moved ahead significantly since 1997,

• takes into account developing thinking and action in 
relation to policy integration and sustainable development 
at international levels,including within the EU and the 
OECD, which provide good support and encouragement 
going forward,

• promotes greater participation in,and ownership of,
sustainable development on the part of stakeholders,
including as part of Local Agenda 21,

• sets out future action in relation to environmental 
protection and sustainable development policy in Ireland.

The report approaches sustainable development on the basis that
environment and economy are complementary. In the long run,
economic activity is undermined by inadequate environmental
protection;conversely, a healthy economy provides the resources
with which to build and maintain high environmental quality.
Equally, economy and environment create many of the conditions
for social progress and a better quality of life.

The aim of the report is not to replace Sustainable Development: A
Strategy for Ireland (1997),which remains a cornerstone of
national sustainable development policy and of considerable
relevance to advancement of the sustainable development agenda

in Ireland.Rather, it seeks to build on the Strategy by placing it
more fully in the context of the environmental challenges
associated with the stage of economic development which Ireland
has now reached;in this way, the report aims to give greater
operational vitality to the Strategy.

Section 2 of the report summarises change in Ireland
(demographic, environmental,economic, and social) in the decade
since UNCED; section 3 contains a brief account of environmental
milestones 1992-1997; section 4 focuses on the period 1997-2002,
reviewing progress with the implementation of Sustainable
Development:A Strategy for Ireland;section 5 analyses current
environmental trends and the implications of these for integration
between environmental and economic/sectoral policies; section 6
addresses international issues; section 7 sets out priorities for
sustainable development policy in the period to 2010;and,finally,
section 8 draws general conclusions.

Comhar – the National Sustainable Development Partnership, the
Environmental Network of Government Departments,and the
National Preparatory Committee for the WSSD were consulted
in the preparation of the report,which has been approved
by Government.
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