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Introduction

‘Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’. This definition from Our Common Future

(OCF) is probably the most quoted in the environmental debate about sustainability. The Brundtland-

definition of sustainability should not be considered as a timeless entity as OCF itself was a political

compromise aiming at the solution of three related problems at the time of publication
i
: the protection

of nature and the environment, the debt crisis, and the need for economic growth to fight poverty in

the Third World and unemployment in the Western world.

The Dutch government paid much attention to OCF and in Dutch environmental politics in the 1980s’

sustainability was quickly adopted as a guiding principle
ii
. As the Dutch reputation on sustainable

politics was rather good
iii

 in the nineties and sustainability was at the hart of the first Dutch National

Environment Policy Plan, formulated in 1989, it is worthwhile to analyse Dutch thought about the

meaning of sustainability as formulated in OCF.

Between 1987 and 1991Dutch parliamentary proceedings gave special attention to the Brundtland

report. As part of the parliamentary debate on OCF, the government asked four advisory boards for a

comment.
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- The council for the protection of nature (CPN)
iv

- The council for environmental protection (CEP)
v

- The council for social and economic affairs (CSEA)
vi

- The General Energy council (GEC)
vii

The reactions of these players will be interpreted with the following questions in mind: To what

extend did they consider OCF and its concept of sustainability an adequate or even essential response

to the perceived environmental, political and economic needs of the time? According to what

principles were recommendations made and under which conditions could or should sustainability be

brought into practice? As some of the boards wanted to stimulate the role of the NGOs in

environmental politics, I added the comments of NGO publication Beyond Brundtland: green

development in the 1990’s. This publication
viii

 has been translated in English and has received some

international standing.

At the end of the parliamentary proceedings in 1991 the comments of the advisory boards were

summarized by the government in just one page. The reader gets the impression that, although the

boards differed in their opinion about how sustainability should or could be put into practice, there had

been no discussion about the way OCF interpreted the concept of sustainability. In fact, I hope to show

that on the contrary, OCF was in this respect severely criticized by all players. I also hope to show that

this criticism will improve our understanding of the preconceptions behind Dutch environmental

thinking and our understanding of the ambivalence of the concept of sustainability in general.

But first I will make a brief, and I hope enlightening, comparison between OCF and Limits to Growth

(LtG) as the famous first report to the Club of Rome, written by Dennis Meadows, was at the time

(and to some extent still is) considered by many the benchmark of Dutch environmental awareness.

Limits to Growth and Our Common Future: a brief comparison

Just as in the LtG, the relationship between environmental protection and economic growth was at the

hart of the debate about OCF. We should notice first that LtG appeared in 1972, just before the oil

crisis, after at least two decades of strong economic growth, while the Brundtland report appeared in

the mid-eighties at the time of an economic recession.

Secondly, though environmental problems were taken very serious, OCF was primarily focused on

poverty in the third world. OCF believed ‘economic growth to be absolutely essential to relieve the

great poverty that is deepening in much of the developing world’. One should realise that poverty in

the Third World had been a delicate point in the discussion on LtG. Especially in Third World
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countries.  Meadows’ call for an end to growth was seen as yet another western imperialistic move to

prevent the Third World from becoming on an even foot with the industrialised world. Thirdly, in LtG

the resource base of society would by definition necessarily diminish over time. But, OCF saw ‘a

possibility for a new era of economic growth, one that must be based on policies that sustain and

expand the environmental resource base’.

Most important of all, in OCF, environmental problems were seen as a brake on growth, as an

obstacle. In this way LtG was upturned. In LtG, stopping material progress was a primary means to

end pollution, finishing the perceived horrors of modern industrial society, the destruction of nature

and a prerequisite of finding a qualitative better way of life. To accept the limits to growth meant

saving the planet. In Brundtland saving the planet was a means to achieve economic growth. So, the

idea that the Brundtland-report was somehow a ‘follow-up’ of LtG is problematic
ix
.

Moreover, contrary tot LtG, which was openly pessimistic: ‘Our Common Future is not a prediction of

ever increasing environmental decay, poverty, and hardship in an ever more polluted world among

ever decreasing resources’ said the WCED. Even in the industrial world the report wanted to reach

high growth rates, of about 3 to 4% per year. The WCED had clearly no low consumption levels or,

like LtG, a quantitative ‘steady state’ economy in mind. So, when we use the Brundtland-definition of

sustainability, we should realise that its aim was to prevent that the spoiling of resources and the

environment would inhibit further economic growth.

The NGOs

The NGOs strongly opposed OCF. They wanted to get rid of economic growth in the material sense

because that would only worsen the problem. For them ‘sustainability’ meant stabilising production or

preferable, steering production away from the Western way of life. The NGOs embraced native

peoples like Berbers, Inuit, Amerindians, etc. whose way of life had proven to be ‘sustainable’ for

ages but was destroyed by Western ‘development’. To reach a more sustainable society, the West

should openly and quickly gain respect for the (sustainable) way of live of these native peoples. In

such an analysis, sustainability comes rather close to a conceived ‘stable’ or ‘no growth’ economy.

‘Sustainability’ was a way of producing and consuming at (very) low levels to guarantee future

resource use
x
. So, romanticising the ‘old ways’ and a way of life in ‘harmony’ with nature, in fact: a

cultural-ecological critique on the Western way of life, was at the hart of the comments on the

Brundtland report by the NGOs.
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The Council for the Protection of Nature (CPN)

The CPN also opposed further economic growth but without the idealisation of native peoples. They

were however complimented by the way they were able to ‘produce more with less (resources)’. We

should not be surprised that the board wanted the protection of nature to become the overarching

principle of government. But the board was rather cynical about OCF. The urge for economic growth

was seen as a necessary concession to the economic establishment in the world.

The board thought that defining growth, as OCF did, by using GDP, had been overtaken by the

environmental crisis and it wanted to redefine economic growth. This redefinition should incorporate

losses because of resource exhaustion or environmental (and ecological) degradation as well as the

loss of all kinds of non-material aspects of human well-being by pollution, noise, the scarcity of nature

etc. A cultural-ecological critique can be visible in the argument of the CPN that it will be improbable

to lift the world from poverty without redefining our own way of producing and consuming. Though

some material growth is necessary for the poorest Third World countries, the developed world should

opt for qualitative growth. This advice comes rather close to the basic idea of LtG that further

quantitative growth is a dead end street
xi
.

3 The council for environmental protection (CEP)

The CEP was also cynical about OCF. OCF contained ‘nothing new’. The CEP wrote that OCF gave a

‘rather pessimistic’ diagnosis about the state of the planet, but had an ‘almost limitless optimism’

about the possibilities for solving them. Another contradiction, according to the CEP, is that the

proposed solution, sustainable growth, is almost revolutionary but that OCF wants us to trust the

existing institutions to run such a program. A bit in line with the CPN, the CEP thinks that

‘sustainability’ was a kind of political magic word, meant to ward off critique from all sides.

Nevertheless, the CEP wants to give sustainability a chance. But to take OCF seriously, governments

should support the role of NGOs in shaping a sustainable future and should stimulate international co-

operation, especially in the European Union. Internationally, the government should stimulate a more

just income distribution between the developed and the developing world to break out of the vicious

circle of poverty and degradation of the environment. To solve the environmental crisis, OCF should

lead to a worldwide reconsideration of the dominant production and consumption patterns, away from

material growth.
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There is moreover an interesting undercurrent in which sustainability means ‘long term use’ of

machines etc. instead of modernising as the OCF does. This is an advice that could also be found in

LtG. So, in the end, the CEP had an opinion rather close to that of the CPN and LtG.

4 The council for social and economic affairs (CSEA)

The CSEA was critical as well. OCF was too optimistic about the idea that economic growth could be

brought in line with ecological interests. Interestingly, only the CSEA formulated the environmental

crisis as a social one: ‘it all comes down to the question which possibilities exist to generate

qualitative and quantitative enough jobs for the working population without unacceptable damage to

the environment and without a resource-exhaustion that prohibits the poor countries to develop’.

Despite this, the CSEA more or less embraced OCF. It translated the ambitions of OCF in ‘a healthy

economy and a healthy environment’. The CSEA welcomed economic growth as it makes it ‘possible

to generate enough money to clean up the environment without threatening our incomes and jobs’. The

CSEA comes up with a long list of practical political measures to restructure the economy in a

sustainable direction, but without talking of ‘qualitative growth’. It stressed that and politics and

business and consumers had to focus on clean production and clean products. Sustainable growth was

a common and shared responsibility.

5 The general energy council (GEC)

After a short summary, the GEC only sporadically mentioned OCF and concentrated on the

implications. One reason was probably that the GEC considered OCF as rather superficial on

environmental matters. But such few remarks that were made are interesting enough. The GEC

stressed for instance that ‘sustainable development’ aims not at an economic static situation.

Sustainable development was a process of continuing adaptation to the shifting possibilities

technology, institutional development and knowledge about resources offered. Sustainability was,

otherwise stated, a dynamic technological and institutional process.

Another remark was that the GEC stated quite bluntly that it was not possible to have and the forceful

economic growth OCF wanted and population growth and a green environment. If we wanted it all,

we had to accept that certain parts of the worlds’ ecosystems would be lost
xii

. The GEC thought

(contrary to OCF) that nuclear power was the only realistic option to accomplish both the ambitions of

strong economic growth and low pollution levels in a densely populated country like the Netherlands.
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In its list of recommendations the GEC did not speak of ‘qualitative growth’ as for instance the CPN

did, but of the technological ambition to create a material- and energy-extensive economy. Just as the

CSEA and contrary to the other above mentioned reports, the GEC clearly supported economic growth

because restructuring the economy in a more environmental-friendly direction was easier in a period

of economic growth. Finally, the favourable effects on energy consumption of the high oil prices in the

seventies and eighties gave the GEC some confidence that using the price-mechanism was a useful

way of redirecting the economy away from exhausting finite resources.

Conclusions

Everybody agreed on the fact that the environmental crisis was severe and that OCF was right in its

alarm over environmental matters, poverty, the debt crisis and military expenditures. But everybody

doubted the realism behind OCF. And behind this doubt, many differences of what ‘sustainability’

meant are visible.

Three out of five of the researched comments on OCF had an opinion on sustainability which was

rather close to LtG, the report to the Club of Rome which had dominated the environmental debate in

the seventies. They rejected further material growth and wanted to redefine ‘growth’ along the more

qualitative lines Dennis Meadows had envisioned in LtG. Their opinion about what ‘sustainability’

should mean, must, in my view, be considered as a backward transplantation of the new concept of

sustainability to the old ‘zero material growth’ recommendations of LtG. The NGOs even went further

than Meadows by embracing what they considered as the sustainable way of life of aboriginal peoples.

Two out of five supported the idea that further economic growth was advisable to solve environmental

problem because of the necessity of social stability in the Western world and reduction of poverty in

the Third World.

So, a wide gap has become visible between the different actors on what ‘real’ sustainability should

mean. This depended to a large extent on the issue they wanted to defend:

-The NGOs wanted to protect native people against Western development, and opted for ‘no growth’

and even a ‘back to nature’ position.

- The CPN wanted to protect nature, which brought it quite automatically in a position to put a brake

on material growth and redefining GNP, including the measurement of loss of nature.

- The CEP also wanted, not surprisingly, a different kind of growth, aimed at a better ‘quality of life’.

- CSEA wanted to protect the working population, aimed at stimulating growth and tried to lure

everybody into the optimistic idea of a ‘shared responsibility’ towards protecting the environment’.

- The CEC had a strong technocratic outlook on sustainability.
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In its final comment on the Brundtland report, written in March 1991, the Dutch government showed

that it had adopted the world’s most famous definition of sustainability. But though the government

pretended to summarize the comments of the advisory boards, most of the ambivalence had clearly

disappeared. As the CEP had predicted, ‘sustainability’ had indeed proven to be the magic word in

environmental politics.

My conclusion is that though the Brundtland definition of sustainability was embraced by the

government, what the WCED meant by this definition did not receive a very warm welcome among

important advisory boards. The Brundtland definition on sustainability was raised on the shield. But

this political act veiled the strong scepticism about the application of the word.

So, we should realise that the popularity of the Brundtland definition stands in strong contrast to the

hard, doubtful, negative, sceptic and even cynical comments in Holland on the ambitions of OCF. I

hope to find out in due time if this scepticism was shared in other countries which adopted the

Brundlandt definition of sustainability as a leading concept.
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i
 Richard Steurer, Der Wachstumsdiskurs in Wissenschaft und Politik (Berlin 2002).
ii
 Source: Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, Regeringsstandpunt over het rapport van de World

Commission on Environment and Development, 1987- 1992 (Parliamentary proceedings) nr. 20-298,

nrs. 1, 2, 3, 4, 11.
I. A TV programme on the Brundtland-report was broadcasted in eleven parts. By comparison: as far as I know

just four television broadcasts were devoted to Limits to growth.

-II. All schools received a notice on the broadcasting initiative as well as a specially made Brundtland-journal of

which 190.00 were printed. Public libraries received a poster to draw attention to the report. By comparison:

300.000 copies of a translation of Limits to growth were sold in the Netherlands.

III. With a government subsidy, a cheap translation was published of the famous book Only one earth.
iii

 Anna Bramwell, The fading of the greens (New Haven, London  1994) for instance considered the Dutch

government as ‘the furthest advanced in environmental management’.
iv
 The Dutch Natuurbeschermingsraad. Source: Natuurbeschermingsraad, Natuur en economie in ontwikkeling

(Utrecht 1988).
v
 The Dutch Centrale Raad voor Milieuhygiëne. Source: CMRH, Advies over ‘Our Common Future’ (The Hague

1988).
vi
 The Dutch Sociaal-economische Raad. Source: SER, Milieu en economie samen gezond (The Hague 1989);

SER, Advies ‘Our common future’ (The Hague 1989).
vii

 The Dutch Algemene energieraad. Source: Algemene Energieraad, Energie en duurzame ontwikkeling. Deel I:

Het Brundtland-rapport (The Hague 1989).
viii

 Thijs de la Court, Onze gezamenlijke toekomst. Milieu, ontwikkeling en ontwapening. Het Brundtland-rapport

kritisch bekeken (‘s Hertogenbosch november 1988).
ix
 Despite the fact that LtG is often mentioned in the Dutch comments on OCF, the connections between OCF

and LtG are very weak. In OCF, no mention at all is made of LtG, Dennis Meadows or the Club of Rome and

only one of the ca. 80 members of the Club of Rome was also a member of the WCED.
x
 This way of arguing was underlined with (a.o.) a quotation from the famous Rousseau-like pseudo Chief

Seattle speech, (‘who owns the air…’) written by the Hollywood scenario writer Ted Perry, in which an old chief

complained and mourned about the destruction of American nature by the whites. See Stephen Budiansky,

Nature’s keepers (London 1995). In a comment on a picture of an overloaded bus in the desert Beyond

Brundtland: green development in the 1990’s wrote: ‘a motorcar provides speed, power and status. A camel

provides food, milk, dung, transport, shadow, warmth. A camel is trustworthy and cheaper, part of a tradition of

desert folks and perfectly adapted to the local environment’.
xi
 The board gave ample room to another report to the Club of Rome, written by its member Eduard Pestel

Beyond the Limits to Growth which was published in 1988. In this report the recommendation is made to create a

flexible, controllable, multipurpose world system in which the different parts of the world do not develop at the

costs of others but aimed at the well being of everybody. It reveals optimism about the possibilities of organising

and planning the future that was the typical fingerprint of the Club of Rome. Friends of the Earth, considered the

report of Pestel outright naïve (Hans Opschoor, ‘Bij het derde rapport van de Club van Rome’, Milieudefensie

(oct. 1988) 25-26.
xii

A minority of the GEC did explicitly not approve the idea that nuclear energy was an option. In an interesting

suffix, the commission had made an exercise about energy-use in a sustainable future. It concluded that to be

self-sufficient in energy without using nuclear power, the Dutch state could only support 5,6 million people in

2050. Nowadays the country counts more than 16 million inhabitants.
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