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• Unsustainability of our modern civilization is mainly a result of the mainstream economic model. 
• Can be traced back to Adam Smith's work published in the late 18th century.  
• Based on his work, the purpose of economy is the creation of human wealth, while no value is being 

attached to the preservation of a healthy planetary life-support system.  
• Economic thinking focusing on the creation of more human wealth impacts most decisions made at all 

levels of governance.  
• Conservation very often has to fit into this economic thinking.
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Questions: 
• Can sustainability emerge out of a society that disregards non-human wealth, discounts the future 

and makes decisions mainly based on economic considerations?  
• Are the current governance structures capable of making progress towards sustainability? 
• What other governance is needed to have sustainability as an emergent property?



More Questions: 
• Why are current governance structures to a large extent decoupled from the risk perception of a large 

fraction of scientists, non-governmental organizations, and leading thinkers that indicates that our 
civilization is facing major existential threats?  

• What governance structures would be need to address these global threats?
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Science has issued warnings:
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Science has indicated what needs to be done:
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… and by whom:
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… but the leaders are not listening:
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United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development:
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United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development:
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Carbon emission per person per year:
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12 Conclusion: The Allure and Illusion of Riches  

As we’ve seen, environmentalism as both a social movement and a philosophy of living 
has long challenged the excesses of capitalism and consumerism. The degree of 
influence has varied widely across the world, and certainly in some places at some 
points in time the ideas and energy of environmentalism have hardly mattered. 
Moreover, environmentalism is neither a unified nor uniform force, as we see, for 
instance, with the bitter conflicts over windmills and biofuels. Still, looking globally over 
the past fifty years, environmentalism in all of its diversity has clearly been an important 
counterforce to the reckless pursuit of economic growth, corporate profits, and 
personal consumption. Historian Joachim Radkau is right: the Anthropocene is also 
“the age of ecology.”1  

The age of ecology is a spirited uprising of ecological sensibility. Activists are 
sabotaging shark finning, scaling oil rigs in the Arctic, going on hunger strikes on the 
steps of legislatures, and skydiving into packed stadiums. To stop highway 
construction, they are tunneling underground like moles; to stop logging, they are living 
in trees like squirrels. “Buy nothing” campaigns are jamming popular culture, and 
demonstrators are occupying city squares to oppose inequality. Anti-corporate 
coalitions are fighting agribusiness and open-pit mining. Anti-globalization activists are 
disrupting finance and trade summits. Nonprofits are forming to advocate for 
environmental justice in poor, marginalized neighborhoods. 

Dauvergne, Peter. Environmentalism of the Rich (MIT Press) (Kindle Locations 
3350-3362). The MIT Press. Kindle Edition. 



“Bishop, I can fly,” claims the Tailor in the poem that opens this chapter, 
“Just watch me try!” “A man is not a bird / No man will ever fly,” 
responds the Bishop, adding that what the Tailor claims is “nothing but 
a lie.” This exchange between the Bishop and the Tailor in the 
mediaeval city of Ulm evokes current discussions on the feasibility of 
effective earth system governance. Today, too, it seems that there are 
too many bishops and too few tailors. Too few people who believe that, 
yes indeed, with imagination and courage, we can take off—to better 
modes of governance and better pathways of human-nature 
coevolution. Such new modes are undoubtedly needed. Despite twenty 
years of global negotiations and national policies, carbon dioxide 
emissions increased in 2010 by 5.9 percent—toward a new record high 
in atmospheric concentrations (Peters et al. 2012; IPCC 2014b). 

Biermann, Frank. Earth System Governance: World Politics in the 
Anthropocene (p. 203). The MIT Press. Kindle Edition. 

Governance for Sustainability



Governance for Sustainability

Toward Effective Earth System Governance  

To sum up, the blueprint for a transformation of global institutions that I 
suggest in this book is not the only answer to the challenge of earth 
system transformations. Other reforms at national, local, and individual 
levels are equally important. Yet in a world with over 190 sovereign 
states, there is no way around strong and effective international 
institutions. Effective international cooperation must be a basis for earth 
system governance in the twenty-first century. Rather than a dismissal 
of the international institutional architecture as ineffective, a concerted 
effort is needed to bring these institutions into line with the exigencies of 
the changed political context of earth system transformation in the 
Anthropocene. 

Biermann, Frank. Earth System Governance: World Politics in the 
Anthropocene (pp. 207-208). The MIT Press. Kindle Edition. 
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A final comment on the changes needed to address the cause …



Griggs et al., 2013

Earth’s life-support system

“Sustainable Development is a development 
that meets the needs of the present while 
safeguarding Earth’s life support systems, on 
which the welfare of current and future 
generations depends.” (Griggs et al., 2013)
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Earth’s life-support system
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Our connection to the Earth’s Life-Support 
System is economic in nature: Economy 
controls the flows between the life-support 
system and us.

“Sustainable Development is a development 
that meets the needs of the present while 
safeguarding Earth’s life support systems, on 
which the welfare of current and future 
generations depends.” (Griggs et al., 2013)
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Our connection to the Earth’s Life-Support 
System is economic in nature: Economy 
controls the flows between the life-support 
system and us.

“Sustainable Development is a development 
that meets the needs of the present while 
safeguarding Earth’s life support systems, on 
which the welfare of current and future 
generations depends.” (Griggs et al., 2013)

Economy for humanity:
“An economy that meets the needs of the 
present while safeguarding Earth’s life-
support system, on which the welfare of 
current and future generations depends.”
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Foreseeability and Foresight:

•What do we want to happen?

•Possible threats and hazards
•What might happen?

•Knowing the system trajectory

•How can we impact the system trajectory?

System knowledge 
Current state and trends

Transformation knowledge 
Facilitating pathways

Goal knowledge 
desirable future

}System Knowledge

} Goal Knowledge
} Transformational Knowledge

Sustainability ScienceAdaptation Science



Sustainability and Policy Making
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Part 2: Joint Project Report


