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Sustainability can be broadly understood as the capacity of human societies to operate within ecological limits

while maintaining long-term social and economic stability. Within global policy frameworks, it has evolved from a

normative ideal to a structured and measurable paradigm of governance. This article outlines the institutional and

political evolution of sustainability, tracing how international agreements—from the 1972 Stockholm Conference to

Agenda 2030 and the Paris Agreement—have transformed environmental concerns into quantifiable commitments.

The modern concept of sustainability emphasises integration across sectors and scales, linking environmental

protection with development, equity, and resilience. Understanding this trajectory is essential for interpreting

current global governance mechanisms and for promoting coherent, data-driven approaches to sustainable

development.
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It has been estimated that humanity has consumed one-third of the planet’s available natural resources and

continues to consume them at an increasing rate. Research shows that each year, humanity needs approximately

1.75 Earths—that is, one and three-quarters times the planet’s biocapacity—to sustain our current consumption

patterns, and by 2030, we will require two Earths to meet our needs . It is easy to see that by continuing with the

current model of production, consumption, and overall human activity, we are heading toward a triple dead end:

environmental, social, and economic. Moreover, the recent COVID-19 pandemic has brought to the forefront the

urgent need to implement policies that favour a transition to a different development model, that of sustainable

development.

Sustainability is a social goal related to the ability of people to coexist safely on Earth in the long term .

Sustainability is commonly conceptualised through three interrelated dimensions: environmental protection,

economic viability, and social equity . The concept of sustainable development is not new; rather, it has existed in

scientific literature and policy documents for more than 60 years.

The notion of sustainability has undergone a significant transformation over the past five decades, shifting from a

largely normative or aspirational concept to a structured and measurable policy framework embedded within

international governance systems. This evolution is not merely terminological; it reflects a deeper political and

epistemological shift in how environmental challenges are framed, addressed, and institutionalised.
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Understanding this trajectory is essential for two reasons. First, it reveals how global environmental governance

increasingly relies on quantifiable targets and time-bound commitments, empowering political action. From vague

appeals to “balance development and environment” in the 1970s, we now have structured agendas, such as the

SDGs, with indicators, deadlines, and accountability mechanisms. Second, this evolution provides a discursive and

institutional counterweight to contemporary narratives of denialism or stagnation.

By reconstructing the path by which sustainability has become a concrete and operational objective, this study

emphasises that climate action is not a speculative ideology but a historically grounded policy necessity. In this

context, sustainability is not merely an environmental concern; it is a political statement about how systemic

inefficiencies must be addressed through coordinated, data-driven strategies. This study argues that recognising

the political genealogy of sustainability not only strengthens the case for action but also equips stakeholders with

the tools to resist regression, navigate complexity, and drive transformation.

Methodological Note: This study adopts a historical–analytical approach to examine the evolution of sustainability

governance from the early environmental initiatives of the 1970s to contemporary global policy frameworks. The

analysis is based on a qualitative synthesis of key international agreements, institutional developments, and

scholarly contributions addressing global environmental governance. Major policy milestones were identified

through a review of United Nations documentation, international environmental treaties, and relevant academic

literature. Rather than providing an exhaustive policy analysis, the objective is to highlight the institutional trajectory

through which sustainability has progressively been translated into structured policy frameworks supported by

indicators, targets, and monitoring mechanisms.

This study contributes to the literature by systematically tracing how sustainability governance has evolved from

broad normative commitments to increasingly measurable and monitorable policy frameworks. While existing

studies often examine individual agreements or specific policy instruments, this study adopts a historical–

institutional perspective to highlight the progressive integration of indicators, targets, and monitoring mechanisms

into global environmental governance. By examining key milestones—from early environmental diplomacy to the

SDGs and the Paris Agreement—the analysis illustrates how sustainability has gradually been operationalised

through quantifiable policy tools that enable monitoring, comparison, and accountability across national and

international levels of governance.
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