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INTRODUCTION

The concept of “sustainable development” provides a
framework for simultaneously reconciling and furthering
the broad goals of peace and security, economic devel-

opment, social development, and environmental protection.1

Most observers recognize that we are more likely to protect the
environment when we can show that environmental protection
will further security, economic, and social goals, or at least will
not interfere with them.2 In developing countries, for instance,
where poverty causes or contributes to environmental degrada-
tion, and where financial resources are especially scarce, envi-
ronmental protection is much more likely to be accomplished
when it is combined with economic development. In developed
countries, the greater efficiency and conservation required for
sustainable development are more likely to occur when it is
plainly more economically attractive than current high levels of
materials and energy consumption.3 The concept of “sustainable
development,” moreover, is the internationally accepted frame-
work for making these broad goals mutually reinforcing -
endorsed through internationally agreed texts such as Agenda
21, a product of the 1992 United Nations Conference on
Environment and Development.4

This framework, however, needs improvement. There is a
virtual absence of effective internationally-agreed goals for
environmental protection and social well-being. Few, if any,
such goals exist in Agenda 21 or in binding multilateral agree-
ments.5 The achievement of sustainable development will
require a long-term, continuing global commitment, which is
not possible without the implementation of long-term interna-
tional targets and timetables. This article discusses why effec-
tive targets, timetables, and implementing mechanisms are a
crucial component in sustainable development.

WHY TARGETS AND TIMETABLES ARE NEEDED

International agreement upon specific environmental and
social goals is necessary to achieve sustainable development.
“Goals,” in this context, refer to specific, measurable targets
achieved by specific dates or according to specified timetables.
Thus, a target and timetable is a goal whose achievement or
lack of achievement can be determined to a reasonable level of
certainty. For example, a target and timetable might be
expressed as “achieving A by Year C” or “reducing B by fifty
percent by Year C.”6

When targets are vaguely defined, timetables can usually be
achieved through minimal activity. A goal of “making efforts

toward D by Year E,” for instance, can be met by almost any
effort at all. Similarly, without specific timetables, targets are
merely aspirational statements of goals. A goal of simply
“achieving F” is an example. Without a specific date, in a prac-
tical sense, there is nothing to achieve and little incentive to
achieve it. There are other ways to water down the commitments
contained in targets and timetables, using a variety of qualifying
phrases and exceptions. Obviously, the strongest targets and
timetables have no built-in escape clauses. 

The establishment of effective targets and timetables can
accomplish at least six valuable tasks: (1) identifying priorities;
(2) clarifying objectives of decision makers; (3) demonstrating
commitment to sustainable development and thus giving it
greater credibility; (4) giving operational meaning to sustainable
development; (5) clarifying the role of law; and (6) for difficult
long-term objectives, providing benchmarks of progress
through short-term or interim goals. All of these are needed to
achieve sustainable development, and none are likely to occur
without the establishment of effective targets and timetables.

IDENTIFYING PRIORITIES
The process of setting goals necessarily forces a decision

maker to think strategically about how to set and achieve them. A
strategy for sustainable development7 would identify prioritized
issues or goals. In doing so, decision makers reduce numerous
pressing tasks into a smaller and manageable number of objec-
tives. Priority setting permits governmental and nongovernmental
actors to concentrate their limited time and resources on a small-
er number of tasks. Additionally, in principle, priority setting
allows those actors to address tasks more effectively.

A threshold dilemma is the existence of more needs and
problems than any government or other institution can handle at
once. For example, Agenda 21 includes chapters addressing
consumption, air pollution (including climate change), land
resources, deforestation, desertification, mountain ecosystems,
agriculture, biological diversity, oceans, fresh water, toxic
chemicals, hazardous wastes, solid wastes, and radioactive
wastes.8 Agenda 21 also contains chapters on trade, poverty,
human health, housing, and biotechnology.9 It is difficult to
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imagine how any decision maker could give priority to all of
these things and still accomplish much of significance.

To address this problem, Agenda 21 states that national
governments “will develop their own priorities in accordance
with their prevailing conditions, needs, national plans, policies,
and [programs].”10 For every country, priorities are different.
Virtually all countries, in varying degrees, are experiencing
worsening problems with poverty and environment because of
unsustainable development.11 The immediate task then becomes
responding to the greatest threats, or “damage control.”

The European Union (“EU”) has adopted a sustainable
development strategy with a significant “damage control” ele-
ment.12 For example, EU priorities include global warming,
public health, poverty, aging of the population, loss of biodiver-
sity, and transport congestion.13 These priorities resulted from
an analytical process that focused on three criteria: severity of
the problem, the extent to which severe and adverse effects are
likely to be felt by subsequent generations, and the extent to
which the problem is common among EU member countries.14

The methodology is problem-oriented and is directed against
many of the same problems that international sustainable devel-
opment efforts have targeted, especially climate change, biodi-
versity, and poverty. For the EU,
then, the first step in the strate-
gic process is problem identifi-
cation and priority setting.

CLARIFYING OBJECTIVES

General descriptions of pri-
orities are useful, but goal set-
ting also requires decision mak-
ers to think clearly about what
they want. Clarity moves, or
ought to move, decision makers
beyond rhetoric and generaliza-
tions toward goals that are both
precise and meaningful.
Clarifying objectives is neces-
sary to ensure that goals make sense, that progress toward goals
is measured reasonably accurately, that goals can be achieved
within the time specified, and that achievement of the goals will
actually address the underlying problems.15

Any serious effort to foster sustainable development
requires the establishment of clearly defined objectives. For
instance, the National Research Council's 1999 report, Our
Common Journey: A Transition Toward Sustainable
Development, identifies five key objectives: (1) accelerating fer-
tility reduction so that the world's current population grows only
to eight billion by 2050 rather than the nine billion currently
projected; (2) providing “adequate water, sanitation, and clean
air” for the expected seven billion people who will live in urban
areas in 2050, which is two to three times the number of people
who now live in urban areas; (3) increasing agricultural produc-
tivity in output per hectare by two to three times current pro-
ductivity levels, on a sustainable basis, by 2050; (4) doubling
the historic rate of efficiency improvements for materials and

energy use; and (5) restoring and maintaining the functions and
integrity of ecosystems that have been dominated by humans,
and protecting the least affected ecosystems from land conver-
sion.16 The Council describes these goals as necessary, ambi-
tious, and achievable by 2050.17 The Council's five goals repre-
sent an effort to convert the broad goals of sustainable develop-
ment into achievable program elements. Three of the five are
stated in quantitative terms, and the other two (relating to the
urban environment and biodiversity) could also be converted
into quantitative terms.

Similarly, the EU sustainable development strategy con-
tains more precise objectives for each of its six identified prior-
ity areas.18 The objectives for one priority area are illustrative.
For climate change, a primary EU objective is reducing green-
house gas emissions by eight percent below 1990 levels in the
time period of 2008-2012, as specified in the Kyoto Protocol.19

Describing Kyoto as only “a first step,” the strategy states that
the EU should aim for a one percent annual reduction in green-
house gas emissions until 2020.20 It also calls for a tax on ener-
gy products by 2002, the creation of a European system for trad-
able carbon dioxide permits by 2005, and an end to fossil fuel
subsidies by 2010.21 These objectives are in addition to

increased research and develop-
ment concerning renewable
energy and more stringent ener-
gy conservation standards for
buildings and appliances.22

While these objectives would
need to be carried out in each
individual country within the
EU,23 they nonetheless provide
a concrete set of targets and
timetables for addressing cli-
mate change.

The establishment of
achievable objectives moves the
debate from generalized to spe-

cific means of addressing problems. As an example of general-
ized objectives, under the Rio Agreements, countries (particu-
larly developed countries) are to “reduce and eliminate unsus-
tainable patterns of production and consumption.”24 According
to Agenda 21, “the major cause of the continued deterioration of
the global environment is the unsustainable pattern of consump-
tion and production, particularly in industrialized countries.”25

This unsustainable pattern has led to proposals to increase the
efficiency with which materials and energy are used by factors
of four26 or ten27 before 2050. These reduction proposals are
useful indicators of the magnitude of the challenge, but they do
not help answer the question of which materials and energy
sources should be covered. Is consumption of electricity from
windmills the same as consumption of electricity from fossil
fuels? Is consumption of nickel or aluminum the same as con-
sumption of sand? Quite plainly, environmental impacts of con-
sumption depend on what is being consumed, and how it was
produced.28 The underlying challenge is understanding the spe-
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cific types of environmental impacts that consumption creates
and addressing the sources of those impacts directly.29

For the production and consumption of energy in developed
countries, Lynn Price and Mark D. Levine suggest the path
toward sustainability can be measured according to three indi-
cators: (1) the efficiency with which energy is used; (2) the per-
centage of overall energy demand that is met by renewable ener-
gy; and (3) the level of carbon dioxide emissions.30 Policies
addressing energy consumption should directly address these
issues and result in greater efficiency, more use of renewables,
and lower levels of carbon dioxide.31 Progress on the first two
indicators, in fact, is essentially captured by progress on the
third.32 Thus, sustainable production and consumption of ener-
gy depends primarily on reducing carbon dioxide emissions
from fossil fuels.33 Put differently, an international or national
objective of reducing fossil fuel emissions by a specific amount
by a specific time (like the EU objective) is also a key means of
moving energy production and
consumption in a sustainable
direction.34 Absent a technolog-
ical breakthrough, reducing car-
bon dioxide emissions requires
reducing the use of fossil
fuels,35 particularly fuels like
coal, whose burning creates
more carbon dioxide emissions
than other fossil fuels.36

Clear objectives also help
address issues that might other-
wise be polarized by competing
ideological views. By focusing
on carbon dioxide emissions, for instance, decision makers can
move away from an abstract discussion of consumption—often
an ideological and divisive issue. For some, challenges to con-
sumption are also challenges to “the good life” made possible
by a high standard of living.37 Yet for others, challenges to con-
sumption are necessary because gluttony and waste threaten the
planet's future.38 Such debates are not constructive. By focusing
not on consumption itself, but on specific objectives, such as
carbon dioxide emissions, decision makers can  ork towards rec-
onciliation among these competing positions. 

Targets and timetables provide a way of discussing and
deciding how ambitious we want or need to be. An example
occurred in the Pennsylvania legislature during the mid-1980s.
There, the legislature debated the merits of a proposed program
requiring large-and medium-sized municipalities across the
state to establish curbside recycling programs for glass, metal,
paper, and plastic.39 An important issue in that debate was
whether the recycling rate goal for that program by January 1,
1997 should be ten percent or twenty-five percent. The latter
was eventually chosen40 because it was more serious, seemed to
better correspond to the magnitude of the waste problem, and
was achievable, even though it was more difficult than the ten
percent goal. When the twenty-five percent goal was later
achieved, the state set an even higher goal.41

Specific objectives also focus efforts of governmental and
nongovernmental actors over the long term.42 Political and other
leaders enter and leave office, but properly established targets and
timetables remain in place.43 Targets and timetables are particu-
larly important when there are many public and private decision
makers whose activities need to be coordinated or, at least, con-
sistent.44 Goals are a management tool for focusing the efforts of
administrative agencies, corporations and other organizations,
and even national governments and the international community.
Goals become the basis around which budgets are developed and
implemented; personnel are hired and allocated; programs are
created, modified, or harmonized; and rewards and punishments
are meted out. Specificity and clarity reduce the likelihood of con-
fusion or misunderstanding about what the objectives are and thus
increases the likelihood that they will be achieved.

Finally, international targets and timetables help ensure that
individual nations are working together and motivated by a

common objective. While
national targets and timetables
are also necessary, particular
countries or groups of countries
cannot successfully address
global problems such as climate
change or the loss of biodiversi-
ty themselves. If some major
emitters of greenhouse gases
reduce their emissions, and oth-
ers do not, it may be impossible
to prevent major climate
change. The international coop-
eration that comes with interna-

tional targets and timetables may also provide developed coun-
tries with opportunities to reduce compliance costs and provide
a means for developing countries to receive financial or techni-
cal assistance.45

DEMONSTRATING COMMITMENT

Goals are necessary to measure whether a particular effort
succeeds.46 Targets and timetables also provide a way of meas-
uring progress or lack of progress toward goals.47 Thus, an
agreement to a target and timetable is ordinarily a commitment
to achieve it.48 When a country agrees to adopt a specific goal,
it is essentially agreeing to achieve it. For legally binding agree-
ments, the reason is simple: failure to achieve a specific goal or
target would put a nation in noncompliance with the agree-
ment.49 Failure to comply with specific goals in nonbinding
agreements subjects a country to political penalties and other
repercussions.50 By demonstrating greater commitment, targets
and timetables are a way of providing additional credibility to
decision makers when they claim to be interested in moving
toward sustainability.51 Perhaps conversely, quantitative targets
are so significant that the United States ratified the Climate
Change Convention because it did not contain quantitative and,
therefore, enforceable targets.52 The United States also filed
reservations to portions of Agenda 21 (a nonbinding agreement)
that contained a quantitative goal.53

Political and other leaders
enter and leave office, but

properly established
targets and timetables

remain in place.



GIVING OPERATIONAL MEANING TO

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Specific environmental and social goals also provide a way
of clarifying the meaning of sustainable development. Much of
the criticism directed toward sustainable development is based
on the claim that it has multiple meanings or no core meaning at
all.54 Sustainable development requires the integration of social,
economic, and environmental goals in decision-making.55 But
what, specifically, are those social and environmental goals?
Providing context-specific answers to that question, for particu-
lar economic sectors, natural resources, countries, or the world,
would provide a more precise definition of sustainable develop-
ment. More basically, goals would provide a way of putting the
sustainable development framework into effect.

Another source of ambiguity is the tension between proce-
dural integration and substantive integration, particularly for the
environment.56 At times, Agenda 21 and the other international
texts suggest that sustainable development requires the environ-
ment to simply be considered in decision making processes
(procedural integration), whatever the substantive outcome.57At
other times, the same texts suggest that sustainable development
requires not only consideration of the environment, but also the
achievement of substantive environmental goals.58 Because the
transition to a sustainable society is likely to take at least two
generations (or fifty years),59 and because the substantive goals
required for sustainability are in many cases extremely chal-
lenging, it is tempting to describe procedural integration as sus-
tainable development.60 Specific, substantive environmental
and social targets and timetables can correct that tendency by
providing a precise method for assessing claims that particular
activities are sustainable, and for measuring progress (or lack of
progress) in achieving sustainable development. In that way,
specific targets and timetables can give credibility, or added
credibility, to sustainable development.

Targets and timetables, however, are not a substitute for the
conceptual framework provided by sustainable development. In
fact, goals can and should be measured against the framework,
as set forth in international texts for sustainable development,
including Agenda 21 and relevant treaties. Additionally, goals
can and should be evaluated by the likelihood that they will
achieve the purposes of sustainable development reversing envi-
ronmental degradation, reducing poverty, and reducing the gap
between rich and poor.61 Still, targets and timetables, if proper-
ly established, provide a specific and measurable way of putting
the conceptual framework into effect.

CLARIFYING THE ROLE OF LAW

Use of specific objectives clarifies the role of legal and pol-
icy instruments. In general, legal and policy instruments provide
a means of achieving specific objectives; the instruments them-
selves are not the ends. As obvious as that may sound, a major
problem with the environmental debate in the United States is
the extent to which specific legal instruments have become
associated with specific positions and objectives. All too often,
regulatory reinvention debates in the United States are about
economic instruments versus environmental regulation, with

relatively little specific discussion of other instruments.62 These
debates often sound like, and are, debates about less environ-
mental protection versus more environmental protection, even
though specific and substantive environmental goals are often
not discussed. The means, in other words, are all too often a
stand-in for some unstated environmental objective. This is an
extremely confusing and unhelpful way to proceed, and yet it
happens all the time. 

When we can agree on substantive environmental goals, it
becomes reasonably clear that the cheapest, most effective
instruments will do just fine, regardless of what they are.63

Successful implementation is more likely if decision makers are
willing to be both creative and flexible in understanding what
legal and policy tools are available, and in choosing the right
mix of laws and policies for their particular purposes.

ACHIEVING LONG-TERM OBJECTIVES
THROUGH INTERIM GOALS

Achieving sustainable development is not a short-term
objective. The National Research Council's conclusion that a
transition to sustainability is possible by 205064 is a daunting
statement about the length of the journey. This two-generation
period is a realistic time frame within which to set targets,
attempt to change course, and measure success or failure. Yet
many environment and development stresses will become much
more challenging during this period.65 A transition toward sus-
tainability is not the same thing as sustainability itself. 

Achieving this transition would mean, by 2050, that the
world would be in the midst of a “gradual and continuous” shift
from an unsustainable society to a sustainable society.66 While
long-term objectives are important, they are fraught with difficul-
ties. The obstacles appear to be, and often are, extremely chal-
lenging. As a result, people can be dissuaded from trying to
achieve them. Long-term objectives can also seem so overly
ambitious as to suggest that sustainable development is impossi-
ble. In addition, long-term objectives are often beyond the time
range that decision makers are even willing to consider – beyond
their retirement date, beyond their political term of office, and
beyond the immediate problems they confront on a daily or week-
ly basis. For many issues, too, we do not have a very clear idea of
what the final sustainable development objective should be. The
purpose of the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change, for instance, is “stabilization of greenhouse gas
concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent
dangerous anthropogenic [human caused] interference with the
climate system.”67 No one is particularly sure what that level is.

Interim or short-term goals are a way of addressing these
difficulties. They divide a larger problem into smaller and (if the
interim goals are properly set) achievable pieces. They help
steer society in a general direction even if the precise destination
is not yet known. Thus, the goal-setting process can result in
interim goals, whether or not long-term targets and timetables
are also established. Interim goals also provide an answer to the
claim that sustainable development is impossible. By achieving
discrete goals, we can learn how to better address specific prob-
lems and gain the confidence and experience necessary to build
on initial achievements.
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IMPLEMENTING MECHANISMS FOR
TARGETS AND TIMETABLES

Targets and timetables are useful only if they are effective-
ly implemented – if the targets and timetables are actually
achieved. Monitoring and public reporting of progress (or lack
of progress) toward targets and timetables is one way to help
ensure that they are met. Legal mechanisms to ensure compli-
ance are also important, and it is far from clear that political
commitments are an effective substitute for such mechanisms.

MONITORING AND PUBLIC REPORTING

Awidely recognized means of inducing desired environmen-
tal outcomes is to require and publicly report information about
specific activities.68 Public reporting of releases of toxic chemicals
into the environment is required under the Emergency Planning
and Community Right-to-Know Act in the United States, even
though the releases themselves are likely to be legal.69 Public
reporting of these releases has led companies to significantly
reduce the amount of these chemicals released into the environ-
ment.70 Consequently, the implementation of goals should be
accompanied by an effort to gather and publicly disclose informa-
tion that measures progress in meeting goals.71 Specific goals,
including public reporting of data concerning success or failure in
achieving goals, also provide a basis for resisting efforts to under-
mine those goals by weakening implementation.72

LEGAL VS. POLITICAL COMMITMENTS

The appeal of placing targets and timetables into internation-
al treaties is undeniable. The ratification process for a treaty, by
which individual countries agree to be bound under international
law by its provisions, helps ensure that countries take the commit-
ments in the treaty seriously and have the domestic legal means of
implementing it.73 Beyond that, a treaty may contain any number
of mechanisms to enhance the likelihood of compliance. These
include regular meetings of the conference of the parties; the use
of technical bodies to resolve scientific, technical, financial, and
other issues; the required use of dispute resolution mechanisms;
procedural mechanisms to encourage parties to come into compli-
ance; financial assistance to developing countries to assist their
compliance; and even trade restrictions and sanctions.

The challenge of international targets and timetables is that
nations usually are unwilling to agree to be bound by them under
international law. Benchmarks or measurable standards of envi-
ronmental performance are used only on a limited basis in inter-
national environmental law.74 The relatively recent adoption of
framework conventions for biodiversity, climate, desertification,

stratospheric ozone, and other problems masks the reality that
only one convention (on stratospheric ozone) has
resulted in effective and widespread use of targets and timetables.

Targets and timetables contained in other agreements, par-
ticularly plans of action adopted at international conferences,
tend to lack most of these compliance-inducing mechanisms.
Ordinarily, these conferences or meetings result in goals, an
action plan to achieve those goals, and perhaps a statement of
principles. The lack of a treaty structure makes it impossible to
induce compliance through any kind of required procedure, and
thus such mechanisms are not used.75 While it is true that
nations negotiate such agreements, and give their assent to these
agreements at conferences, they are not subject to a ratification
process and are not legally binding. They are “soft law,” not
“hard” or real law. Their effect, if they have one, is primarily
political, not legal.76 Still, there are reasons to believe that non-
binding agreements may work to some degree. As already sug-
gested, the precision of even nonbinding targets and timetables
sets them apart from general goals or goals without timetables.
Targets and timetables are likely to have greater political impor-
tance than vaguer objectives because they make it possible to
determine whether the goal has been achieved.77 They can also
be a focal point for international cooperation even when these
targets and timetables are not legally binding. Targets and
timetables directed at poverty, for instance, appear to have had
some positive effect in reducing global poverty.78

Finally, whether binding or nonbinding, the achievement of
targets and timetables ordinarily requires some kind of institu-
tional mechanism to monitor and ensure compliance.79 For a
treaty, this is likely to be the secretariat or administrative body
for the treaty. For nonbinding agreements, there often exist
agreements to meet again in five years to discuss progress, and
a United Nations body may be obliged to monitor and report on
efforts in the meantime.

CONCLUSION

Sustainable development will require time and concerted
effort to come to fruition in the real world.  But this effort is essen-
tial because there is no alternative to addressing global poverty
and environmental degradation.  The challenge is not to simply
identify the missing pieces in the framework; the challenge is to
fill them in – at the international, national, state or provincial, and
local levels.  Targets and timetables focus the quest for sustain-
ability on discrete, achievable tasks, and thus should – and hope-
fully will – provide a means to successfully address the world’s
pressing poverty and environmental challenges.
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