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Abstract: The paper aims to synthesize the main initiatives of the international community in 
order to create the premises of sustainable development implementation. The international 
community has decided to deal with the environmental issues by taking collective measures at 
global level, and tried to define and apply them by creating an adequate international 
framework. This international framework has been formed over time and it has a dynamic 
evolution, including legal binding actions in the form of treaties or conventions, or non-
binding nature, such as declarations, resolutions or sets of guidelines and policy guidelines, 
institutional measures and sustainable financing mechanisms. 
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Introduction 

In order to achieve a more rational management of the planet’s resources that could lead to 
environmental improvements, the countries of the world have felt the need to adopt an integrated and 
coordinated approach of their development plans so as to ensure that development is compatible with 
the need to protect and improve the environment for the benefit of its own people. 
 

1. Early Beginnings 
The international community has decided to meet for the first time in 1972 at the Stockholm 
Conference on the Human Environment. The result of the conference was the Declaration of 
Stockholm which proved to be a powerful manifesto for those times. The bases for the new 
environmental agenda of the United Nations were set up by addressing the need "to inspire and guide 
the peoples of the world towards the environmental conservation and improvement of human impact". 
 
The Declaration of  Stockholm contains 26 principles, focusing on major issues such as: basic human 
rights, accountability regarding the environmental protection and the responsible management of 
natural resources and of the non-renewable Earth resources, nature conservation, providing 
environmental conditions that support a real improvement of the quality of life, implementing an 
adequate environmental management, adopting an educational  program for individuals, businesses 
and communities for protecting and improving the environment. 
 
Some special programs have resulted after the Stockholm Conference: 

 The Action Plan for the Human Environment, with three components: 
− Global environmental assessment program (Earthwatch)1; 
− Environmental management activities; 
− Support measures. 

 United Nations Environmental Programme - UNEP)2; 
 Environmental Fund3. 

 

                                                
1Earthwatch was founded in 1972 to " monitor major disruptions in global environment and to provide early warning of the 
problems that require international action” 
2 United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) is an international organization that coordinates United Nations 
environmental activities, assisting developing countries in implementing appropriate environmental policies and practices. 
3 Environmental Fund is the main source of funding for the implementation of UNEP programs. The contributions are 
voluntary and all UN member states are expected to contribute with adequate and timely payments. UN General Reunion 
from 1972 has established that the Environment Fund should provide funding for environmental programs. Overall, there 
were 181 countries that had at least one voluntary contribution to the Environment Fund in the period between 1973-2011.  
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In 1980 the Strategy for the Conservation of Nature was developed. The strategy’s aim is to help 
promoting and achieving sustainable development through the conservation of living resources. 
 
The strategy addresses three groups of users (of which none can be considered completely separately 
from the others): 

– Decision makers in the state politics and their advisers; 
– Conservationists and stakeholders concerned by everything that means living resources; 
– Organizations dealing with development, including aid agencies and trade and industry 

unions.  
 
After the 1972 Conference on the Human Environment from Stockholm and the World Conservation 
Strategy in 1980, the world leaders have acknowledged the need to have an organization which should 
only deal with raising awareness of the need for sustainable development. Thus, in December 1983, 
United Nations Secretary General, Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, asked the Prime Minister of Norway, Gro 
Harlem Brundtland, to create an independent organization of UN that should focus on environmental 
and development issues. This new organization is the World Commission on Environment and 
Development, known as the Brundtland Commission. 
 
As a consequence, for three years the World Commission on Environment and Development United 
Nations (Brundtland Commission) conducted public meetings in various regions around the world to 
gain a broad perspective of environmental issues and development. 
 
At the end of its final meeting in Tokyo, The World Commission on Environment and Development of 
the  United Nations issued the Declaration of Tokyo, on the  27th of February 1987,  which called upon 
all nations of the world, to integrate sustainable development in their goals and to adopt the following 
principles to guide their political action: reviving growth, changing the quality of growth, preservation 
and improvement of the resource base, ensuring a sustainable level of population; technological shift 
and a responsible management of the risks, integrating the environment and the economy in the 
decision making process, the  reform of international economic relations and strengthening 
international cooperation. 
 
The commission’s activity came to an end in 1987 along with the publication of the report "Our 
Common Future", which emphasized a path of sustainable development worldwide and played a key 
role in bringing sustainability in the limelight of the public eye throughout the world. 
 
The publication of the report "Our Common Future" and the work of the World Commission on 
Environment and Development United Nations (Brundtland Commission) have led to the organization 
in 1992 of the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro. 
 

2. Turning into Being 
The conference in Rio de Janeiro or "The Earth Summit" as it came to be known, was an 
unprecedented global conference in UN history, due both to the large number of participating 
countries and to the topics, as well. After 20 years from the first international conference on Human 
Environment in Stockholm, the United Nations came to rethinking the economic development 
initiative and to identify the best methods of reducing the alarmingly natural resources consumption 
and the  pollution of the Earth. 
 
The meeting in Rio de Janeiro has adopted the Rio Declaration that contains 27 principles to promote 
sustainable development. According to these principles, human beings are entitled to a healthy and 
productive life in harmony with nature; environmental protection shall constitute an integral part of the 
development process and can not be thought out this process so that there is equity between 
development needs and the environmental impacts of present and future generations; it is necessary to 
eliminate unsustainable patterns of production and consumption and promote appropriate demographic 
policies and improvement of scientific knowledge through the exchange of scientific knowledge and 
technology transfer. 
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All states and all people shall cooperate for the essential purpose of eradicating poverty as an 
indispensable requirement for sustainable development and promote a supportive and open 
international economic system that would lead to economic growth and to a real perspective of 
sustainable development in all countries. National authorities should endeavour to promote the 
internalization of environmental costs and to use the appropriate economic instruments, taking into 
account the approach that the polluter should bear the cost of pollution, respecting the public interest 
and without prejudicing the international trade and investment. 
 
The key message that transcends the principles of this summit is that peace, development and 
environmental protection are interdependent and indivisible. 
 
At Rio, there was also adopted an international plan of action for sustainable development called 
"Agenda 21" which outlines the key policies for achieving sustainable development and recognizes the 
limits of development in order to meet the global needs. Agenda 21 has become a model for 
sustainability and forms the basis that sustainable development strategies are built on. It seeks to 
establish a balance between production, consumption, population, development and the ability to 
support life of the planet Earth. It addresses the issue of poverty, excessive consumption, health and 
education, urbanization and agriculture, food and natural resources management and many other 
topics. 
 
Although Agenda 21 is a document that gathered the consensus at international level, seen from a 
broader perspective, the Rio negotiations have not settled all disputes in accordance with the 
requirements of each participant, and not necessarily in the interest of the majority. It is, however, a 
unique step towards sustainability, offering a bold plan of action in mobilizing local, national and 
global resources. 
 
Another result of the conference in Rio de Janeiro was an agreement on two compulsory conventions, 
namely: 

 United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity [1], signed by 154 countries. It 
was designed as a practical tool for applying the principles of Agenda 21 to reality.  

 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change [2], signed by 180 
countries. The ultimate objective of this Convention is to achieve the stabilization of 
greenhouse gas concentrations in atmosphere at a level that would prevent any dangerous 
anthropogenic interference with the climate system. 

 
After the meeting in Rio de Janeiro, the UN General Assembly has decided in December 1992 to 
establish the United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development. The Commission is 
responsible for reviewing the progress in the implementation of Agenda 21 and the Rio Declaration on 
Environment and Development, as well as of providing policy guidance to local, national, regional and 
international levels. 
 
Following the Summit, the United Nations called the World Conference on Sustainable Development 
of Small Island States under Development (May 1994) and negotiated the UN Convention to Combat 
Desertification (which came into force on December 26, 1996). 
 
The United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development in 1995 has established the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Forests to promote sustainable forest management worldwide. 
 
In 1997 at New York, The United Nations General Assembly has met in an extraordinary session 
called Earth Summit + 5  to take note of  how the countries and the international organizations and 
sectors of civil society have  responded to the challenges of The United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development, known as the Earth Summit. 
 
They have reviewed the progress made on sustainable development after the Rio Conference; they 
have also analyzed the reasons for not fully achieving the Rio objectives and also corrective measures 
have been proposed, there have highlighted specific issues such as financing and technology transfer, 
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production and consumption patterns, energy use and transportation, fresh water scarcity and there 
have been identified priorities for future actions. 
 
At the same time, participants addressed to governments, the international organizations and the major 
groups the request to renew their commitment to sustainable development. 
 
In 2000 at New York, 191 countries, including Romania, adopted the Millennium Declaration at the 
Millennium Summit "Role of the United Nations (UN) in the XXI Century". This document defines 
the framework of the United Nations agenda for the twenty-first century regarding peace, security and 
development. 
 
At the Millennium Summit, the member states have set Millennium Development Goals, with specific 
targets to be achieved by 2015: reducing extreme poverty, achieving universal primary education, 
promoting gender equality and empower women, reduce child mortality, improving maternal health, 
combating HIV / AIDS, malaria and other diseases, ensuring environmental sustainability, creating 
global partnerships for development. 
 
By adopting related targets of the Millennium Development Goals by each country, targets specific to 
the national context, a mechanism of monitoring progress at national, regional and global level was set 
up. In our country, the monitoring will be done by the Government, with the support of UN agencies 
in Romania and some NGOs. [3]. 
 
In 2002, ten years after meeting in Rio de Janeiro, world leaders gathered at the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, South Africa, to reconfirm sustainable development as a 
central element of the international agenda and to give a new impulse to global action to fight poverty 
and protect the environment. 
 
Johannesburg Summit can be considered a historic opportunity to analyze the more serious threats that 
humanity is facing: one third of the world population lives with an income less than two dollars per 
day, consumption of fossil fuels is growing rapidly; new production and  consumer requirements are 
likely to exhaust natural resources faster than they can recover, in three quarters of the world's 
fisheries irrational fishing is being practiced, mountain glaciers are melting, the world's forest area 
declined in the last decade with an area reaching the size of Venezuela. [4].  
 
Actions concerning problems mentioned above involve a high cost for the present generations, but at 
the same time, the lack of such actions could lead to higher costs for future generations. 
 
"The Plan of Implementation of the World Summit on Sustainable Development" was adopted at this 
summit, which is an important document containing guidelines, objectives and deadlines for achieving 
them. There have also been established means of implementation and institutional framework for 
sustainable development. 
 
At the same time, the participants to the Summit have adopted the Johannesburg Declaration, which 
comprises the participant’s commitments to build a equitable global human society, taking collective 
responsibility to build and strengthen the pillars of sustainable development at local, national, regional 
and global levels through the  fight against serious threats for the sustainable development of their 
peoples such as: hunger, malnutrition, foreign occupation, armed conflict, problems with illicit drug 
trafficking, organized crime, corruption, natural disasters, illicit arms trafficking, human trafficking, 
terrorism, intolerance and incitement to racial hatred, ethnic conflicts, religious and other nature, 
xenophobia and endemic diseases, chronic diseases, especially HIV / AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis. 
 
For the international community this Summit meant moving from concepts to concrete action 
directions, by taking sustainable development as a key to the strategies and policies of each country. 
Naturally, governments are responsible for implementing the measures adopted within the summit. 
But not all states have the resources to achieve these objectives. So, a solution could be the formation 
of partnerships between countries, or different forms of organizations and business communities.   
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Approximately three years after the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, in 
2005, the Kyoto Protocol entered into force, being one of the most important international legal 
instruments in the fight against climate change.  
 
Signatory countries must ensure, individually or jointly, that the total anthropogenic emissions of 
greenhouse gases expressed in carbon dioxide equivalents do not exceed their assigned amounts, 
calculated in accordance to their quantitative limitation and reduction of emissions, to reduce overall 
emissions of such gases by at least 5% below 1990 levels in the commitment period between 2008-
2012. 
 
Regarding the economic consequences of the Protocol, we can appreciate that they could encourage 
innovation in economy, having positive effects on growth processes, by creating the premises of 
competitive advantages in the market for economic entities. 
 
In order to mark the XX-th anniversary of the  United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, and the tenth anniversary of the World Summit on sustainable 
Development in Johannesburg in 2002 there has been organized The  United Nations Conference on 
Sustainable Development (UNCSD) or the Rio +20 Conference,  in Brazil, between 20-22 of June, 
2012. The Rio+20 Conference were an action-oriented conference focusing on the implementation of 
sustainable development. The objective of the conference was to ensure renewal of political 
commitment for sustainable development, to evaluate the progress up to date and the remaining gaps 
from failing to implement directives from previous summits on sustainable development and to 
address new emerging challenges. The conference focused on two major themes: 

a. Green economy in the context of sustainable development and poverty eradication 
b. Institutional framework for sustainable development 

 
The Governments of the participant countries have also decided to establish an intergovernmental 
process under the supervision of General Assembly to prepare options on a strategy for sustainable 
development financing. Member States, the United Nations system, and Major Groups and other 
stakeholders decided to work together leading the way forward to The Future We Want. The Rio+20’s 
document The Future We Want established a transparent intergovernmental process on Sustainable 
Development Goals that is open to all stakeholders that share the view of development goals agreed by 
the UNGA.  

 
Conclusions 

Our sustainable development emphasizes the importance of considering the long-term perspective, 
about the consequences of our current activities on global development in the future. It requires global 
and regional cooperation programs and partnerships and multilateral agreements between countries 
and groups of countries, leading to long-term sustainable solutions. 
 
In this broad context, sustainable development becomes a key objective for national and regional 
policy formulation, and also for a sustainable foundation of international relations between countries 
in the XXI century. 
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