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Preface

This report has been prepared for submission to the Fourth PrepCom (27 May to 7 June in Bali,
Indonesia) for the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD). The Summit, which will
be one of the largest gatherings of world leaders ever held, will take place in Johannesburg,
South Africa, in August/September 2002.

The Summit is expected to provide the impetus for specific actions that will comprise a major
departure from business as usual and advocate a new approach that simultaneously promotes
economic growth, social development and environmental protection. 

This report represents a summary of the findings of a United Nations University/Institute of
Advanced Studies research project on a sustainable development framework for the developing
world. Based on the case study analyses on China, India, and Indonesia, the goal of this research
project is to lay the intellectual foundation and help usher in a more effective national strategy
for sustainable development.

The findings presented in this report are not intended as an official representation of the views of
the United Nations University. Its sole purpose is to highlight some of the important findings
from this United Nations University Institute of Advanced Studies research project so that they
might contribute to and stimulate discussion of the WSSD process.

Given its unique role as the bridge between international academia and the UN system, the
United Nations University is well placed to contribute to a global discussion on the need for sus-
tainability framework for the developing world. The University is mandated to research pressing
global issues of concern to the UN, its Member States, and its Peoples, with a particular emphasis
on the concerns of developing countries.
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Executive Summary

China, India and Indonesia represent more than just three large countries in the developing
world. With a combined population of 2.5 billion people, these three countries make up about
42 percent of the total world population as well as about 36 percent of the current population
growth. These three countries are also undergoing rapid industrial, social, and demographic
changes. 

This report is not a description of the environmental conditions in these three large developing
countries as much as an intellectual response to the Rio Summit Agenda 21’s call for the develop-
ment of a national strategy for sustainable development. 

Based on the case study analyses of China, India, and Indonesia, this report introduces and
examines some of the important issues related to developing a national strategy for sustainable
development. Some of the issues and questions that will be addressed in this report are:

• What are the most important sustainable development trends and policy priorities confronting 
China, India, and Indonesia? 

• What have been some of the notable sustainable development achievements and/or failures 
in these three countries? 

• What new ideas, policy developments, and decision–making practices are required in a 
national strategy for sustainable development?

With the World Summit on Sustainable Development set to take place later this year in
Johannesburg, South Africa, it is important to understand that the sustainable fate of our planet
is intricately tied to what happens (or does not happen) in these three countries as well as others
in the developing world.

The sustainable global future of is likely to be shaped, if not determined, by whether Indonesians
can sustainably manage their tropical rainforests, whether Indians will have access to safe drink-
ing water, and whether Chinese will be able to breathe clean air. 
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China, India and Indonesia represent more than just three large countries in the developing
world. With a combined population of 2.5 billion people, these three countries make up about
42 percent of the total world population as well as about 36 percent of the current population
growth. 

The large population size and rapid growth—coupled with rapid economic and social changes in
these countries—are putting increasing pressures on the environment and natural resources. At
the same time, the rapid pace of urbanisation is accelerating the negative impact on the environ-
ment in the form of air and water quality, high noise pollution, and increase in waste and sanita-
tion problems. 

This report, Improving the Management of Sustainable Development, Towards a New Strategic

Framework for Large Developing Countries: China, India, and Indonesia, is not a description of
the environmental conditions in these three large developing countries as much as an intellectual
response to the Rio Summit Agenda 21’s call for the development of a national strategy for sus-
tainable development. 

Based on a four–year United Nations University/Institute of Advanced Studies project on a sus-
tainable development framework for developing countries, this report introduces and examines
important issues related to the development of a national strategy for sustainable development. 

With a modest goal of stimulating future work on designing and building national strategies for sus-
tainable development, this report highlights the key steps and policy lessons in developing a sustain-
ability framework based on the case study. 

This report will address such issues and questions as:

• What are the most important sustainable development trends and policy priorities confronting 
China, India, and Indonesia? 

• What have been some of the notable sustainable development achievements and/or failures in 
these three countries? 

• What new ideas, policy developments, and decision–making practices are required in a national 
strategy for sustainable development?

With the World Summit on Sustainable Development set to take place later this year in
Johannesburg, South Africa, it is important to understand that the sustainable fate of our planet
is intricately tied to what happens (or does not happen) in these three countries and in other
countries in the developing world.

The sustainable global future is likely to be shaped, if not determined, by whether Indonesians
can sustainably manage their tropical rainforests, whether Indians will have access to safe drink-
ing water, and whether Chinese will be able to breathe clean air. 

1. Introduction
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A. Understanding the Challenge

Addressing environmental and social development concerns in China, India, and Indonesia can
only be described as daunting. A recent report from the Asian Development Bank described the
problems as pervasive, accelerating, and unabated.

Even economic development and poverty reduction efforts identified as critical policy concerns in
these three countries and elsewhere are being increasingly constrained by the degradation of
fisheries and forests, scarcity of freshwater, and other environmental concerns. What is particu-
larly at risk are people’s health, the survival of species, and ecosystem services that are the basis
of long–tern economic development (ADB 2001). 

While the challenge of striking that delicate balance between economic, social, and environmen-
tal priorities is by no means unique to China, India, and Indonesia, these three countries are also
on the very different development trajectory ’in both speed and scale’ than the rest of the world. 

No country or region is immune from the enormously difficult task of striking a balance between
economic development and environmental protection. In the case of many Asian countries, the
key difference lies in the pace and the scale of maintaining this delicate sustainability balance. 

However, nowhere is the challenge of ’changing course’ of shifting to patterns of economic
development that are less intensive use of energy and materials and in production of industrial
pollution more urgent than in the rapidly industrial economies of Asia (Angel and Rock 2000).

There is another important reason why China, India, and Indonesia may represent an important
agent of global sustainability change. Their respective pathways on economic development and
their impacts on the global environment may well chart the path for other less advanced
economies of the world. 

Given the double–digit rate increases in Asian industrial production the introduction of 300–400
million new middle–class consumers from India and China alone and that 80 percent of the Asian
industrial stock that will be built in the next twenty years (Halme et al 2002), it will be difficult if
not impossible to understand the sustainability challenge facing our planet unless we understand
more fully the development processes of China, India, and Indonesia.

B. Building a Framework 

Despite the wide range of environmental and social problems facing these three countries, China,
India and Indonesia have made important gains in their respective institutional capacity to deal
with sustainable development issues since the 1992 Rio Summit. 

For instance, China upgraded its National Environment Protection Agency to the ministerial level,
while all three countries created the National Council on Sustainable Development to involve a
number of ministries/agencies as well as various stakeholders in the establishment of a national
sustainable development agenda.

Similarly, these countries have all passed various environment laws, developed environment stan-

2. Towards a New Strategic Framework for Sustainable 
Development: Key Issues and Responses 
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dards and created environmental regulation and control boards. China in fact became the first
country in the world to develop its own Agenda 21 in 1994. 

Significant progress was also achieved integration of environmental consideration into the devel-
opment process. For example, China s Agenda 21 was incorporated into the Ninth Five–Year Plan
(1996–2000) as well as Tenth Five–Year Plan (2001–2004). Much to their credit, all three coun-
tries recognized the need for public participation in policy formulation and programmes.

China, India and Indonesia also ratified or accepted almost all of the multilateral environment
agreements and conventions, including the Vienna Convention for the Protection of the Ozone
Layer, the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer, the Basel Convention
on the Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and their Disposal, the
Convention on Biological Diversity, the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, and the
UN Convention to Combat Desertification. 

C. Developing a Strategy: From Concept to Action

Building a national strategy for sustainable development for countries as large and complex as
China, India, and Indonesia is going to require some sound and clear principles. From the case
study analysis of China, India, and Indonesia, these principles or policy components form the
foundation of this new architecture of sustainability.

Invest in Human Development

The language by which we finance anti–poverty programmes, health, and educational pro-
grammes need to be changed. These programmes need to be seen as ’investments’ rather than
just ’expenditures’ in future human development.

Pay Attention to Population and Urbanisation Concerns

China, India, and Indonesia make up more than 40 percent of the world’s population. Although
all three countries have made tremendous strides in adopting family planning programmes in
recent years, they need to maintain their present efforts and make sure that the progress contin-
ues in the future.

All three countries are becomingly rapidly urbanized and some of the worst, if not the most visi-
ble, environmental problems can be found in the large Asian mega–cities.

Improve Resource and Water Management

Given the limited and increasingly polluted resources, there has to be greater emphasis on
smarter management and enhanced resource productivity, particularly water.

Understand the True Cost of Environmental Degradation

In order for environmental protection be viewed as an investment rather as a cost, there is a
urgent need to measure the economic and business impact of environmental degradation.

Develop New Models of Sustainable Commerce

There is a critical need to adapt the way we currently operate commercial enterprises so that they
can become the vehicle of not business as usual, but environmental sustainable development. 
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Background

In recent years, there has been a dramatic shift in the way the development process is viewed,
from an emphasis on economic growth to one of human development. The UNDP Human
Development Report, which was first released in 1990, proved to be instrumental in placing the
goals of human development as a key policy objective.

These annual reports have stirred a great deal of interest and debate not only on what consti-
tutes human development, but also on how human development can be assessed and evaluated.

Although the Asian financial crisis has had an undeniable negative development impact on a
number of countries in the late 1990s, China, India and Indonesia all made substantial progress
in the a wide range of human development indicators, if examined over a forty year time period.

While China and Indonesia achieved significant progress during 1960 to 1980, India has experi-
enced similar progress during the last two decades (see Table 1). 

Over this time period, all three countries made human well–being the central goal of their
respective national development strategies by investing in a wide range of anti–poverty, health
and educational policy efforts.

Table 1

Trends in Human Development Index in India, China, and Indonesia

Country 1960 1980 1998 % change

1960–80 1980–98
India 0.21 0.30 0.56 44 90
China 0.25 0.48 0.71 92 49
Indonesia 0.22 0.42 0.67 87 60
Source: UNDP Human Development Report (various years)

A. Poverty

Poverty has been and still continues to be one of the most pressing global challenges. Despite
the decline in global poverty, 1.2 billion people still live on less than $1 per day, and almost three
billion on less than $2 per day. This is why the United Nations has put poverty reduction as the
key focus of its development strategy. 

The 1992 Rio Declaration on Environment and Development noted that "eradicating poverty
and reducing disparities in living standards in different parts of the world are essential to achieve
sustainable development and meet the needs of majority of people", while the Millennium
Declaration included a commitment to reduce poverty levels by half by the year 2015. 

China has achieved great success in anti–poverty struggle in the past two decades. In terms of
the number of people escaping absolute income poverty, China has made the largest contribu-
tion to global poverty reduction of any country in the last twenty years. According to official

3. Invest in Human Development
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poverty estimates, the number of people living below the poverty line dropped from 250 million
in 1978 to around thirty–four million in 1999. Half of this reduction was amazingly achieved in
the first seven years between 1978 and 1985 (Stern 2001). 

In contrast to India and Indonesia, poverty in China is, and continues to be, a largely rural phe-
nomenon heavily concentrated in the mountainous regions. The Chinese government launched
various anti–poverty projects in these areas in 1986 and has initiated additional projects in the
poor central and western parts of the country in the 1990s. 

Overall, the Chinese government initiated and adopted a three–pronged strategic framework for
poverty eradication. The first component of this strategy consisted of identifying and designating
799 counties for a special poverty alleviation programme. The second component of this strategy
was to extend loans to poor farmers and help finance rural business enterprises. 

The third component of this strategy was to develop a coordination and implementation struc-
ture. An umbrella group was formed, which brought together more than twenty ministries (i.e.
all government agencies whose work was relevant to poverty alleviation) and provided a stable
institutional mechanism from which to promote policy coordination (ESCAP 1997).

In India, poverty alleviation has been one of major goals of the federal and state governments
since the country’s independence in 1947. Yet, India continues to have the highest concentration
of poverty of any country, accounting for about one quarter of the world’s poor. 

The percentage of the Indian population living in poverty did not decline in any significant man-
ner from the 1950s through to the early 1970s. For example, the poverty rate was 53 percent in
1951–1955 period or about the same rate as in the 1970–1974 period. 

From 1973 to 1986, India s poverty rate declined steadily from 54 percent to 38 percent, with
the current figure standing at around 26 percent. Although there are methodological problems
with comparing poverty rates across long time horizons, there is compelling evidence that there
has been a substantial decline in the poverty ratio in India in the 1990s. 

Large credit for the decline in the poverty rate has to go to India’s decision to adopt a
three–pronged poverty eradication strategy at the national level. This national anti–poverty strat-
egy consisted of: a) economic development; (b) human development with emphasis on health,
education and basic needs; and (c) poverty alleviation through employment generation. 

Like China, Indonesia has been able to dramatically reduce its poverty rate in the past twenty
years, from the 70 percent range in the early 1970s to below 10 percent in the early 1990s. Even
after the Asian financial crisis, Indonesia’s poverty rate never reached above 20 percent (World
Bank 2000b). The number of people living on $1 dollar a day—in 1985 dollars—dropped from
87.2 million in 1970 to 21.9 million in 1995. 

A great deal of Indonesia s success in reducing its poverty can be traced to the country’s success
in stimulating long–term economic growth. Indonesia’s per capita income grew at an annual rate
of 4.8 percent for over thirty years. 

Moreover, the country’s long–term economic development growth was bolstered by specific
anti–poverty government initiatives such as the Financial Assistance for Least Developed Villages
(IDT); Community Welfare Saving–Business Credit for Community Welfare (Takesra–Kukesra),
and other social welfare programmes.
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B. Health 

Promoting and protecting human health represents an important component of sustainable
development. As noted in chapter 6 of Agenda 21, human health cannot be maintained without
ecologically sustainable development. 

China has had significant improvements in human health in the last fifty years. Life expectancy
has literally doubled, from thirty–five years in 1950 to seventy years today. The mortality rate of
pregnant women and new mothers has dropped to sixty–two people per 100,000 people, down
from 1,500 per 100,000 in 1950. The death rate of infants lowered to thirty–six per 1000 from
250 per 1000 in the same period. However, many difficult problems remain, including a declining
rural health care system and emerging health issues related to a rapidly aging population. 

India has achieved a substantial progress in human health over the last three decades. Smallpox
has been eliminated. Plague is no longer a problem. Mortality from cholera and related diseases
has decreased and malaria has been brought under control. 

At the same time, the mortality rates for women and children still remain very high, while the
high incidences of blindness, leprosy and tuberculosis continue. Furthermore, HIV/AIDS repre-
sents a newly emerging public health threat. India is currently experiencing one of the most
rapidly progressing HIV epidemics in the world. 

Despite the active government intervention, the absolute number of HIV–infected people is
bound to increase. The increase could be as large as one to two million every year with the total
number of infected persons doubling every two to three years. India presents a fertile ground for
the spread of the virus, because of its high levels of poverty, income inequality, a dependence on
a migrant labour system, and lack of adequate access to basic health services (Klein and Palanivel
2000). 

As in the case of China and India, many of Indonesia’s health indicators have improved signifi-
cantly in recent decades. The average life expectancy increased from forty–one years in 1960 to
sixty–five years in 1998. The infant mortality rate decreased from 145 per 1000 live births in
1967 to sixty–two per 1000 in the early 1990s. 

In Indonesia, the NGOs and foreign development assistance have played critically important roles
in the development of its public health infrastructure. For example: 20–30 percent of public
health expenditure has been borne by foreign aid in recent years. 

C. Education 

China's educational system is the largest in the world. A critical step toward modernizing China s
educational system came in 1978 when the country adopted the ’nine–year compulsory school-
ing system'. Under this system, all children are required to attend school for at least nine years. 

The most impressive achievement in China’s educational system has been the enrollment rate of
school age children, particularly on the primary school level. In 1996, the enrollment rate of
school–aged children increased to 98.8 percent, while the enrollment rate of middle school–aged
children rose to 82.4 percent. Both figures are at or above the world average (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1

Education Imbalances: Net Enrollment Ratio (1997)

Source: World Bank s World Development Indicators 2000

India has the world’s second largest education system after China. The good news is that from
1951 to 1997, the overall literacy rate in India increased from 17 to 62 percent—25 to 73 per-
cent for males and from 8 to 50 percent for females. The bad news is that it still has a long
way to go. 

Many countries, including China and Indonesia, have overtaken India in literacy rates. For exam-
ple, China had problems with illiteracy that were similar to India in 1950. Today, China has virtu-
ally eliminated illiteracy in the younger age groups, while Indonesia has achieved a remarkable
success in basic education with literacy rate of 86 percent. Unlike China and Indonesia, India’s
enrollment of primary school age children falls below the world average. 

Government expenditure on education as a percentage of GDP has steadily increased from 0.8
percent in 1951–52 to 3.8 percent in 1994–95. The Ninth Five–Year Plan (1997–2002) has called
for increasing the share of GDP allocated to education from 4 percent (which was among the
lowest in the Asia) to 6 percent, with half of total outlays to be allocated to primary education.
While the increase in resource allocation is important, it may not be enough to overcome a host
of systematic educational problems. 

Investing in education has been one of the cornerstones of Indonesia's development policy. For
example, the adult literacy rate increased dramatically from 56 percent in 1970 to 86 percent in
1998. In the early 1970's, 74 percent of the population had less than a primary education, while
that figure today is 34 percent. 

Indonesia's institutions of higher education have experienced dramatic growth. In 1950 there
were ten institutions of higher learning, with a total of 6,500 students. In 1990, there were 900
institutions with nearly 1,486,000 students.
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Background

In the 1990s, China, India and Indonesia improved their family planning policies and adopted an
integrated population control policies which included human development, poverty alleviation,
educational promotion, and women and infant medical care. As a result, the populations in these
countries now tend to grow at a lower rate than in the past. 

The population growth rate in China declined from 1.5 percent per year in the 1980s to 0.90
percent per year in the late 1990s. Similarly, India and Indonesia s population growth rates are
also declined from a high of 2.12 percent and 1.84 percent per annum in the 1980s to 1.69 per-
cent and 1.35 percent in the late 1990s respectively.

An important dimension of demographic transition in these three countries has been the process
of urbanisation. China illustrates this phenomenon very dramatically. Although more than
two–thirds of China's population still live in rural areas, the urban population has more than dou-
bled between 1975–1995, increasing from 160 to 370 million people. 

The failure to adequately manage this rapid process of urbanisation has resulted in China, India,
and Indonesia being homes to the worst urban environmental problems in the world. 

The air in many of the mega–cities in these three countries rank among the dirtiest in the world,
while the water supply can only be described as being in a perpetual state of crisis. Moreover,
sanitary collection of waste services remains inconsistent, if not absent, in many urban areas.

A. Population

In China, the country’s population is currently estimated to be 1.27 billion people (2000) or about
21 percent of the world’s population and is projected to increase to 1.45 billion people by 2020. 

Since the early 1980s, the Chinese Government has included family planning as part of its basic
state policy and as part of the country’s long–term socio–economic development. In the 1990s, it
improved its family planning practices by integrating it with its policies on poverty alleviation,
educational promotion, women and infant medical care, and other social development policies. 

As a result, China has succeeded in slowing down its rate of population growth, from a high of
2.8 percent per annum in the mid–1960s to 0.90 percent per annum in the late 1990s. It is likely
to decrease further to 0.63 percent and 0.34 percent in 2010 and 2020 respectively. 

India s population reached 1 billion in 2000 or about 16 percent of the world’s population and is
projected to reach 1.27 billion in 2020. If the current trend continues, India may overtake China
to become the most populous country in the world by the middle of this century. 

Although declining, the rate of population growth remains high in India compared to many countries
as the result of the high percentage of the population who are in their reproductive years, the large
unmet need for contraception, and the high rate of infant mortality. Managing the country’s popula-
tion remains a critical component of realizing sustainable development in India. 

4. Pay Attention to Population and Urbanisation Trends
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Indonesia is the fourth most populous nation in the world after China, India, and United States.
According to the latest United Nations estimates, the Indonesian population is estimated to be
212 million in 2000 or about 3 percent of the world’s population. Overall, the population growth
rate has decreased from 2.34 percent per annum in the 1970s to 1.98 percent and 1.66 percent
in the 1980s and 1990s. 

B. Urbanisation

Currently, China’s urban population officially stands at 400 million; that is, 30 percent of the
population. However, some analysts agree that the actual Chinese urban population is much
larger about 455 million, or 36 percent of the total population (World Bank 2001). Half of the
Chinese population is projected to stay in urban areas by 2020 (see Figure 2).

During the last fifty years, India’s total population increased by about 2.8 times while the urban
population swelled by 4.6 times. By 2020, about 38 percent of the India’s population are expect-
ed to stay in urban areas (see Figure 2).

As in China and Indonesia, poverty that has become commonplace in the India's rural areas has
led many people to flock to urban areas in search of relatively better schools, health care facilities
and economic opportunities. Since urban areas have become magnets for foreign and domestic
investment in labour–intensive industries, millions of these rural workers have been lured to
urban centers by the prospects of employment opportunities and better living conditions.

Figure 2

Percentage of Urban Population

Source: World Bank s World Development Indicators 2000

Indonesia has also experienced rapid urbanisation. The share of the Indonesian urban population
was 12 percent in 1950 and it slowly increased to 17 percent in 1970. Since then, the rate of
urbanisation has accelerated and is estimated that half of the population or about 133 million
may reside in urban areas by 2020 (see Figure 2). The urban transition is occurring more rapidly
on Java, which is already 36 percent urban and could reach 60 percent by 2020. 
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C. Urban Environmental Problems

1. Air Pollution

In China, the most important urban problem is air pollution. For instance, the concentration of
total solid particulates (TSPs) in China’s cities generally far exceeds international standards estab-
lished by the World Health Organization (WHO). 

Compared to the WHO guidelines of 60–90 mg/m3, the TSP average concentration in an aver-
age city in China was 309 micrograms per cubic meter (mg/m3) or three to five times the recom-
mended levels. TSP levels in most cities have actually been brought down considerably from even
higher levels seen in the early 1980s.

Six of the ten largest cities in India: Bombay, Calcutta, Delhi, Ahemedabad, Kanpur and Nagpur
have severe air pollution problems with annual average levels of TSP at least 3 times as high as
the WHO standard. In Delhi, Calcutta and Kanpur, the annual average values of TSP are over 5
times the standard. 

Table 2

Air Pollution in China, India, and Indonesia (1995) (mg/m3)

City Total SPM SO2 NO2

Shanghai 246 53 73
Beijing 377 90 122
Bombay 240 33 39
Calcutta 375 49 34
Delhi 415 24 41
Madras 130 15 17
Jakarta 271
Source: World Bank’s World Development Indicators 1999

In Indonesia, urban air pollution is one of the greatest environmental challenges. Jakarta, with
a population of over 9.5 million, ranks as one of the most polluted cities in the world. Only
cities in China and India are more polluted than Jakarta, especially in terms of suspended par-
ticulate matter (see Table 2). Given the expected growth of urban populations, industrial activ-
ities and lifestyle changes including the use of more automobiles (there are more than three
million vehicles in Jakarta alone), the air pollution in urban areas is likely to worsen dramatical-
ly in the future.

2. Water Pollution

In China, most water pollution in urban areas is caused by inadequate treatment of municipal
sewage. According to the Chinese National Environmental Protection Agency (NEPA), only 5
percent of the total sewage discharged annually treated. Of the twenty–seven largest Chinese
cities, only six supplied drinking water that met government standards; groundwater did not
meet state standards in twenty–three of these cities (Maurer et al 1998). 

An increased reliance on groundwater supplies in many urban areas has also become problemat-
ic. More than 300 of China's 640 cities are facing water shortages, with a total annual shortage
of nearly six billion cubic meters. According to NEPA, of these 300 cities, 100 are experiencing
severe shortages (Maurer et al 1998).

In India, limited availability of water in many cities make urban water pollution a matter of great
concern. Access to safe drinking water remains an urgent need as only 70 percent of the house-
holds in the urban area receive organized piped water–supply and the rest have to depend on



surface or ground water that is untreated. Recent data shows that about 21 percent of all com-
municable diseases in India (11.5 percent of all diseases) are water borne diseases.

In Indonesian cities, most of the water reserves have become too polluted for human consump-
tion. Few Indonesian cities have even a rudimentary sewage system. Wastewater receives little
treatment. It is discharged directly into the rivers and canals or into septic tanks that are poorly
maintained to prevent groundwater contamination. As a result, an estimated 1.44 million cases
of diarrhea reported each year in Jakarta alone (Borelli 1998). 

Figure 3

Population with Access to Sanitation and Safe Water

Source: World Bank s World Development Indicators 2000

3. Solid Waste Management

In China, due to rapid urbanisation and industrialisation, there is an equally rapid increase in
industrial and municipal solid wastes. In 1981, solid wastes in China totalled 380 million tonnes,
and by 1995, this had more than doubled to 800 million tons. See Figure 3 for the percentage of
the Chinese population with access to sanitation. 

The Chinese government has made several concerted efforts to fight the growing problem. In
1991, it implemented enforced solid waste registration requirements in seventeen big cities. In
1994 it began a nationwide outreach programme to provide people with basic data on solid
waste composition, production, and treatment options. 

In India, there are no systematic and reliable estimates of urban wastes. One estimate (The
World Bank 2000b) places the total MSW generation rate at 42 million tonnes per annum in
1995 (daily per capita rate of 0.46 kg) 

This study projects that the daily per capita rate of waste generation will rise to 0.7 kg by 2025. This
combined with the increase in urban population will result in a MSW generation of 165 million
tonnes per annum in 2025, thereby representing a four fold increase over a period of thirty years. 

Cities in Indonesia typically generate a large amount of solid waste. Given the rapid urbanisation,
the generation of solid wastes is projected to increase dramatically. This will pose serious environ-
mental and social challenges given the already low collection and management rate. Solid waste
generation is projected to increase 500 percent by 2020 for the domestic sector and 1000 per-
cent for the manufacturing sector. Only 40 percent of the urban population currently has its solid
waste collected.
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Background

In developing countries, sustainable economic and human development is possible only with an
effective management of our planet’s water and other natural resources. As noted in Agenda 21:
"special attention should be paid to the demand for natural resources generated by unsustain-
able consumption and to the efficient use of those resources consistent with the goal of minimis-
ing depletion and reducing pollution." 

Yet, these vital resources are threatened by extreme poverty, rapid population growth,
inequitable access to land and other resources, pollution of the air and water, soil toxicity and
erosion, and political instability. Some of the resources that are of special importance to China,
India, and Indonesia include land, forest, biodiversity, and water.

A. Land Resources

In China, arable land is about 130 million hectares, which represents only 13.57 percent of the
national total land areas or about 7 percent of the world’s total (see Figure 4) Since 1957, China’s
arable land has been declining. By 1996, soil erosion affected about 11.83 million km2 or 19 per-
cent of the total land area. 

The area of land that has been affected by desertification has expanded from 0.67 million km2 or
7 percent of the national land area in 1949 to 2.622 million km2 by the end of 1996. This is still
increasing and it currently affects 400 million people (Lo and Xing, 2000). 

In India, land use has undergone a drastic change in the past fifty years. Land used for agriculture has
almost doubled, forest cover has dwindled to less than half, large tracts of fertile agriculture and forest
land have been diverted by the so–called ’developers’ for urbanisation and settlements. 

In India, both human activity and natural factors are degrading the land resources. More than
half of the country's total geographical area is suffering from degradation. More importantly, the
extent of degradation is not only increasing over time but also growing at an increasing rate.
Land degradation takes place largely in the form of soil erosion due to water. 

Indonesia’s total area is about 181.2 million hectares. In the 1980s, arable land and land under perma-
nent crops increased from 26 to 32 million hectares; but it declined to 30.9 million hectares in 1999. 

The dominant land resource management concern
is the conversion of agricultural to non–agricultural
land. During 1980 to 1995, the urban area in
Indonesia increased by an estimated 367,500
hectares, an average of 25,100 hectares per year.
Almost 60 percent of that development—just
under 15,000 hectares per year—occurred in Java. 

The World Bank estimates that by 2010 roughly
13 percent of Java's 3.4 million hectares of rice
fields may be converted into non–agricultural land.  

5. Improve Resource and Water Management

Figure 4

Share of World Land Area

Source: World Bank s World Development Indicators 2000



B. Forest Resources

China's forests and forest consumption are of global significance because of the country's size
and population. Analysis of three sets of forest census data gives considerable reason for opti-
mism about China's forests. Available data suggest that forest cover in China increased 15 per-
cent between 1980 and 1993, and forest volume has recovered sharply in the past decade after
a long, steady decline (World Bank 2000a).

While total wood reserves are increasing, per unit acreage reserves of wood (in the forested
areas), as well as the total area and reserves of both near–mature and over–mature timber
forests, are all declining considerably. There is also a decreasing quality of forestry resources and
reserves of wood per acreage of forestry. The growth and consumption of forest resources in
China is becoming increasingly unbalanced (Lo and Xing 2000).

As with many of China’s other resources, forests have been overexploited in the process of rapid
development and the remaining forested areas may be insufficient for future needs. The amount
of forest per person is lower in China than in other countries or the world average. China's forest
cover rate of 13.9 percent is also lower than the world average of 29.6 percent. 

In India, the relentless pressures to convert forestland for agriculture, cattle grazing, industrial
development and irrigation projects, and housing, and urban development have increased sub-
stantially. 

Until the late 1970s, forestland was a prime target for diversion for resettlement, agriculture and
industrialisation, and this trend was contained only by the Forest Conservation Act of 1980. 
In 1999, the forest cover of the country has been estimated to be 637,293 km2 or 19 percent of
the geographic area of the country. 

In Indonesia, about 75 percent of total land area was classified as forestland, and tropical rain
forests made up the vast majority of forest cover, particularly in Kalimantan, Sumatra, and Irian
Jaya. Indonesia has 10 percent of the world's tropical forests, 60 percent of Asia's tropical forests
and perhaps 90 percent of the world's remaining virgin stands. It ranks seventh in the world in
terms of forest coverage, but ranks third in terms of tropical forests (behind Brazil and Zaire). 

Currently, the nation’s forests cover stand at 140.4 million hectares. Of the total, 30.7 million
hectares are protected forests, 18.8 million hectares are nature reserves or national parks, 64.3
million hectares are production forests, and 26.6 million hectares are ’convertible forests’ desig-
nated for non–forest uses such as agriculture, settlement, and transmigration (Thompson 2001). 

Forests resources have been an important contributor to growth. Forest products such as ply-
wood, sawn timber, rattan, and paper are the most important non–oil export earners. They
account for about 25 percent of total industrial exports. which makes timber the second most
important export earner after oil and gas. Wood products also comprised the biggest share of
manufactured goods in value–added terms. It is estimated that forestry provides 3.7 million jobs
and sustains at least 15 million Indonesians. 

The gains in economic growth, however, have come at a significant environmental cost—
sustained and rapid destruction of the natural forests. The annual rate of deforestation has now
reached unprecedented levels of over 1.5 million hectares per year. Despite a number of commit-
ments made by the Indonesian government to improve its management of its forestry resources,
progress on these commitments has been slow and uneven (World Bank 2000c). 
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A comparative account of forest cover and per capita availability in China, India, and Indonesia

can be seen in Table 3 below. 

Table 3

Forest Cover and Per Capita Availability

Region/Country                    Percentage of forest cover to land area (1995) Per capita forest (ha)

World 26.6 0.64

Asia 16.4 0.1

Africa 17.7 0.7

Europe 41.3 1.3

China 14.3 0.1

Indonesia 60.6 0.6

India 15.7 0.06

Source: FAO’s State of World Forests 1999

C. Biodiversity Resources

China has one of the richest biological diversities on earth, and, at the same time, has experi-

enced some of the most rapid destruction of biodiversity in recent years. It possesses more than

30,000 species of higher plants and 6,347 species of vertebrates, constituting 10 percent and 14

percent of world's total, respectively. 

Starting in the 1950’s, China began to establish nature reserves to protect ecologically and scien-

tifically important natural ecosystems. By the end of 1997, 926 nature reserves of different types

had been established in China, with a total area of 76,980,000 hectares or 7.64 percent of the

land area of China. 

In recent years, China has initiated a biodiversity conservation action plan and has carried out a

comprehensive assessment of its biodiversity resources. China was also one of the earliest coun-

tries to sign and ratify the Convention on Biological Diversity. 

India also has very rich reserves of biodiversity. It has a repository of genetic resources of several

life supporting plants of food and medicinal value that form a base for future crop improvement. 

As one of the twelve mega–centres of biodiversity, the biological wealth in India is estimated to

contain over 45,000 plants and 65,000 animal species. There is an abundance of wild relatives of

food crops, cereals, mallets, leguminous crops, vegetables, oil seeds, spices and condiments in

India. About sixty of the 250 wild crop relatives in India are either rare or threatened.

Indonesia is another center of mega–biodiversity in the world, with forty–seven ecosystem types

ranging from ice fields and alpine meadows in Irian Jaya to the humid lowland forests of

Kalimantan and Sumatra. Although Indonesia occupies only 1.3 percent of the world's land area,

the country possesses about 10 percent of the world's flowering plant species, 12 percent of all

mammal species, 17 percent of all reptile and amphibian species, 37 percent of the world's fish,

and 17 percent of all bird species (World Bank 2001b). 

In terms of absolute numbers, it contains over 4,000 species of tree, 500 species of mammal,

3,000 species of fish and over 1,500 species of bird. However, there remains much to preserve,

protect, and utilise sustainably. It is estimated that however only 61 percent of the original natur-



al habitat remains in Indonesia, and this may be as low as 9 percent in densely populated areas
like Java and Bali.

D. Water Resources

In China, water resources are characterised by a large supply, low per capita and uneven spatial
and temporal distributions. The Northern China region, in particular, is severely lacking in water
resources. With the continuous rapid growth of the economy, the population and urbanisation,
there is a large gap between water supply and demand. 

Amongst water–related issues, water shortage is the most pressing one for China. Although it
ranks seventh in the world in terms of water availability, China per capita and per acreage water
availability is very low—only one quarter of the world average. Due to rapid industrialisation and
urbanisation, industrial and residential water use has increased dramatically from 45.7 billion m3

and 6.8 billion m3 in 1980 to 112.1 billion m3 and 525 billion m3 in 1997, respectively. 

Despite the water shortages, there is large water wastage. The agricultural sector, which con-
sumes a substantial portion of available water resources in China, currently wastes nearly half of
the water supply. Future projections indicates that the total water demand in 2050 will reach 700
billion m3 or about 50 percent higher than the current consumption. 

India is rich in water resources, being endowed with a network of rivers and vast alluvial basins
to hold groundwater. However, with the rapid increase in the population of the country and the
need to meet the increasing demands of irrigation, human and industrial consumption, the avail-
able water resources in many parts of the country are getting depleted and the water quality has
deteriorated. 

The most significant environmental problem and threat to public health in both rural and urban
India is inadequate access to clean drinking water and sanitation facilities. Almost all the surface
water sources are contaminated and unfit for human consumption. 

Many of the rivers and lakes are getting contaminated from industrial effluents and agricultural
run–off, with toxic chemicals and heavy metals, which are hard to remove from drinking water
with standard purification facilities. 

Clean water is a scarce resource in Indonesia. The agricultural sector dominates fresh water con-
sumption, using about 98 percent of Indonesia's water resources. In the early 1990s, it consumes
about 74.9 billion m3 and is projected to increase to 116.96 billion cubic meters by 2015.
Domestic water use, which was at 3.1 billion m3 in the early 1990s, is expected to increase by
7–10 percent per year. 
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Background

The degradation of natural resources, or loss in the quality of the environment, imposes a burden
on present and future generations. Degraded land gives less output for the same levels of inputs.
Similarly degraded or depleted forests lead to loss in forests resources and to alternative land uses
with little economic value. Pollution leads to resource scarcities, a decline in tourism, and many
other problems. 

Although translating environmental damage into credible and understandable estimates repre-
sents a formidable intellectual challenge, there is a clear need for a realistic assessment of the
costs of environmental pollution and ecosystem degradation. These costs would not only include
human health cost but also cost involved in the loss of efficiency or production. 

A. China

The U.S. Embassy in Beijing in December 2000 reviewed the studies undertaken to measure the
cost of environmental degradation in China. The review shows that pollution costs the Chinese
economy anywhere from 3 to 8 percent of GDP each year. Ecological damage potentially costs
another 5 to 14 percent. 

Even at the low end of these estimates, environmental damage is roughly equivalent to annual
economic growth meaning that the economy is producing little or no new net national wealth.
However, the studies all suffer from lack of reliable data, and the results largely depend on the
assumptions and calculation methods employed. 

A 1992 United Nations University Institute of Advanced Studies project concluded the imputed
environmental costs in China to be 129.7 billion yuan, which is equivalent to 4.8 percent of the
GDP. The estimates also show that forest depletion accounted for more than 40 percent of total
environmental degradation, which was followed by water pollution (31 percent) and air pollution
(17 percent) (Akita and Nakamura 2000). 

Table 4 provides an overview of the various estimates of the economic costs of environmental
damage in China as a percentage of GDP. 

6. Understand the True Cost of Environmental Degradation
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Table 4

Estimates of the Cost of Environmental Damage in China (% of GDP)

Year of
Pollution

Damage to
Author Estimate Air Water Other ecology Total

World Bank 1995 7.1* 0.6 n/a n/a 7.7
CASS/EDRC 1993 1.4 1.6 0.2 6.9 10.0
Smil ** 1990 0.9 0.7 0.5 5.4 7.5
SEPA 1992 2.5 2.0 0.0 n/a 4.5
Guo Zhang 1983 2.2 4.5 0.0 8.9 15.6
Jin Jianming 1985 N/a n/a n/a 12.5 12.5
Smil Mao 1992 2.4 1.5 0.2 13.9 18.0
Xu Songling 1993 1.1 0.9 0.8 6.9 9.7

* Based on willingness to pay valuation method; the study also uses a more conservative human capital method, which yields an air pollution cost esti-
mate of 3.1 percent. 
** Smil provides a confidence interval of 1.7–2.5 percent of GDP for pollution costs and 3.8–7.0 for ecological damage. 

Sources: Xu Songling, Calculating the Economic Costs of China's Environmental Damage (1998); Vaclav Smil and Mao Yushi (eds.), The Economic Costs
of China's Environmental Degradation (1998); World Bank, Clear Water, Blue Skies (1997). 

B. India

For India, one of the first attempts to quantify the economic cost of environmental degradation
was made by Carter Brandon and Kirsten Hommann (1999) of the World Bank. Their estimates
show that water and air pollution in India have economic and social costs of approximately $7 bil-
lion per year, while soil erosion and deforestation contributes another $ 2.7 billion (see Table 5). 

Environmental costs from all sources have been estimated to be $9.7 billion per year in India or
about 4.5 percent of GDP. The magnitude is enough to offset most of the country’s annual
growth, as reflected in the national accounts. 

This also indicates that true cost of environmental degradation would be even higher if such
problems as toxic, waste, biodiversity, river and coastal resources, and the rapidly increasing cost
of providing clean water were included. 
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Table 5

Major Environmental Costs estimated for India (1995)

Low High
Impacts on Health Estimate Estimate Average

Problem and / or production (Million US$) (Million US$) (Million US$)

Urban Urban
air pollution health impacts 517 2,102 1,310

Water pollution Urban and rural 
(health impacts) health impacts, 

esp. diarrhoea diseases 3,076 8,344 5,710

Solid Loss agricultural
degradation output 1,516 2,368 1,642

Range Land Loss of livestock
degradation carrying capacity 238 417 328

Deforestation Loss of sustainable
timber supply 183 244 214

Tourism Decline in 
tourism revenues 142 283 213

Total costs of 
environmental 
degradation 5,672 13,758 9,715

Total cost 
As % of GDP 2.64% 6.41% 4.53%

Source: Carter Brandon and Kirsten Hommann 1999
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Recently, Jyoti and Kirit Parikh carried out a systematic estimation on behalf of UNU/IAS, and
they conclude that the imputed environmental cost for India would be in the range of 3.6 to 5
percent of GDP in the mid–1990s. The details are given are summarised in Table 6.

Table 6

Annual Cost of Environmental Degradation in India 1994–1997

Resource Range (% of GDP)

Air 0.4
Forests 1.1–1.6
Soil 0.30–0.80
Water 1.70–2.1
Total 3.5–4.9

Source: Jyoti Parikh and Kirit Parikh 2001

Indonesia

Robert Repetto, formerly of the World Resources Institute, undertook a study (1989) in the try-
ing to estimate the environmental cost of forest, oil, and gas and soil resources degradation in
Indonesia. The results of this study, which is based on the ’green’ GDP of Indonesia from 1971 to
1984, indicate a lower rate of growth (4 percent per year) for the Indonesian economy relative to
that of the conventional GDP (7.1 percent per year). 

Since the release of Repetto's study, there has been a lot of attention directed toward resource
and environmental accounting in Indonesia. Ministry of State for Population and Environment as
well as various institutions and scholars carried out estimation of environmental cost. These esti-
mates show that imputed environmental cost during early 1990s is in the range of about 5 per-
cent of NDP (Akita and Nakamura 2000). 
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7. Develop New Models of Sustainable Commerce

Background

Sustainable development cannot be achieved, especially in the developing countries, without

substantial economic growth. The economic performance of China, India and Indonesia

Indonesian in the last twenty years has been impressive by any standard. 

Their real GDP grew at about 69 percent per year in the 1990s, making them some of the

world's best performing economies. Indonesia was the exception as the country fell victim to the

Asian financial crisis and subsequent domestic political instability. 

Given the rapid deterioration of the environment and natural resources, these three countries no

longer have the luxury of continuing their ’grow now, pay later’ path of economic development

in the coming years. Over the next decade, new models of sustainable commerce are urgently

needed in the three main economic sectors: agriculture, industrial development, and energy.

A. Agriculture 

The agricultural sector in China, India, and Indonesia has to compete for land and water from

other sectors of the economy. This means that vast increase in food production must take place

while enhancing and conserving land, water and other resources. The challenge of environmental

sustainability, which was not a central feature of agricultural development in the past, will now

have to assume a more prominent role. 

In China, arable land is scarce. The per capita availability of land is one of the lowest in the

world. Even the limited arable land is shrinking further due to population growth and land reduc-

tion for non–agriculture use. The total losses of cultivated land due to degradation and conver-

sion to non–agricultural use over the period 1979–95 were 14.6 million hectares. 

Compared to India and Indonesia, China has achieved a relatively high level of grain yields, much

higher than the world average. However, it is lower than UK, Germany, France, and Japan by

40–50 percent. China's grain consumption requirements in the year 2020 will be between 675

and 700 million tons, with projected production of 616–675 million tons. It is possible then China

may be facing a maximum shortfall of about 60 million tons over the next two decades.

In India, agriculture remains the key sector. This sector remains important for ensuring food secu-

rity, alleviating poverty and a wide range of social goals like employment. The Indian agriculture

sector, however, faces some important challenges. Estimates show that food grain requirements

including seed, food and storage requirements given the food security would have to increase

from 192 million tons (1995) to 325 million tones by 2025. 

In Indonesia, agriculture is of vital importance for sustainable development. As Indonesia has

become industrialised, however, the share of GDP from agriculture has declined. In the early

1970s agriculture contributed 40–50 percent of GDP, but this had fallen to 15 percent by 1997. 

Since 1967, agricultural policy in Indonesia has been primarily focused in achieving self–sufficiency in

rice. This goal was reached in 1984, when the domestic rice production exceeded domestic rice con-
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sumption for the first time. Unfortunately, this goal was achieved at huge environmental costs. Large 
government subsidies for fertiliser and pesticides lead to inappropriate and overuse of these materials. 

B.  Industrial Development

In China, industry is the largest productive sector, accounting for 48 percent of its gross
domestic product (GDP) and employing 15 percent of the country's total labour force.
Industrial output growth averaged 12.6 percent a year in the 1980s. In the 1990s, industrial
output growth was 18 percent per year (WRI 1999). Industrial growth was led by township
and village enterprises (TVEs), which grew at the rate of about 25 percent per year over the
last two decades. 

Unfortunately, TVEs are traditionally heavy polluters. Between 1990–1995, they increased their
combined pollutant emissions by about 120 percent, while emissions from state enterprises
declined by 9 percent (World Bank 2001a). 

TVEs have a poor record of compliance with environmental regulations, and the strong relation-
ship between TVEs and their local governments hinders the implementation of environmental
policy. In 1996, the central government adopted strict new pollution control measures for TVEs
and closed down many polluting enterprises (World Bank 2001a).

Though it has developed rapidly in recent years, the overall level of industrial development in
India is still very low. Overall, the 1980s witnessed a gradual and definite deregulation from
domestic controls. Consequently, the second half of the 1980s witnessed a record growth of
industrial production of 8–9 percent per annum. The acceleration of growth in the 1980s was
achieved with distinctly better productivity performance. 

Like China, small and medium industries represent the main polluters in India. Although they are
promoted in a large way by the Indian government and play an important role within the econo-
my, the unsafe environmental practices of these industries have gone unnoticed for a long time. 

Indonesia places great emphasis on industrialisation. Industrial production, as a share of total
GDP, grew from 13 percent in 1965 to 43 percent in 1997. Cement, fertiliser, petrochemicals,
and basic metal products have gained relative importance in recent years and are produced pri-
marily by state–owned enterprises. 

However, much of the industrial expansion has taken place without due regard to the environ-
ment, and his led to serious environmental degradation, particularly in Java where 75 percent of
the industry is located. This degradation has become increasingly evident in the form of contami-
nated water, air and land, adverse health impacts, and damage to both downstream activities,
and coastal and marine ecosystems (World Bank 1994).

C. Energy

China is the second largest consumer of the energy in the world, after the United States. It is the
world s third largest producer of energy, the largest producer of coal and the sixth largest pro-
ducer of crude oil. 

China consumes only about one–eighth the energy per person in developed economies, but it is also
the world’s second largest emitter of carbon, accounting for 14 percent of the world's total emissions
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and is projected to become the largest over the next few decades. There is no doubt that China’s
near–term energy behavior will matter critically not only to its own citizens but to the world at large.

Given the prospects of high economic growth and rapid urbanisation, India s future energy
demand will be very high. The energy intensity of growth is extremely high while energy effi-
ciency remains low. With one unit input of energy, India produces only half of what is produced
in the developed countries. 

Coal is the major energy resource of the country. It accounts for about 58 percent of the total
primary sources of commercial energy. It is expected to last for over 212 years at the present
consumption levels. Indian coal has a very high ash content and poses a grave threat to India's
environment. Coal burning is responsible for many environmental problems such as air pollution,
greenhouse gas emissions and land degradation due to ash deposition. 

Indonesia’s energy sector is the backbone of the country’s economic development. Its energy
sector meets the country’s energy needs and contributes significantly to government revenue
and foreign exchange earnings. About 70 percent of Indonesia’s annual petroleum production
were exported on average in the late 1980s.
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China, India, and Indonesia have all undergone tremendous economic, environmental, and
social changes in the past fifty years. While economic improvements have resulted in a
healthy decline in poverty and an increase in the life expectancy rate with greater invest-
ments in environmental and social policies, much more needs to be done.

During the last fifty years, China, India and Indonesia have travelled a long way on the path towards
economic modernisation. All three countries are fully engaged in the process of transforming their large-
ly agrarian economies into fairly well developed and diversified industrial economies. They are also shift-
ing away from planned and essentially supply–driven economic systems, toward a more market oriented
and demand–driven economy. 

Each country is beginning to experience rapid economic growth at a time when population growth rates
are starting to decline. As a consequence, each country has experienced significant declines in poverty
levels over the last fifty years with the number of people living under the poverty line reducing from an
estimated 60–70 percent of the population to around 15–25 percent. Many other indicators also sug-
gest a dramatic improvement in conditions in these countries, with life expectancy at birth increasing by
twenty–five years (about 50 percent), and adult literacy rates escalating substantially. 

China, India and Indonesia have already taken various measures to promote sustainable development.
There is, for example, an increased recognition of the value of using economic instruments for environ-
mental management. In all three countries an effort has been made to eliminate, or at least reduce, the
government subsidisation of environmentally damaging activities and/or industrial sectors. 

It is now much more likely that environmental concerns will be integrated into development projects
through mandatory Environmental Impact Assessments. It is also clear that all three countries have, in
recent years, become much more active at the international level and have attempted to play a con-
structive role by signing a number of international environmental conventions and agreements. 

There have been noticeable improvements in the way these three countries are managing
sustainable development in recent years (e.g. including the establishment of national council
on sustainable development and the passing of various environmental standards and laws). 

However, there has to be even greater effort toward managing that delicate balance between
economic development and environmental protection through improved sustainability policy
co-ordination and synergy on the national, regional, and the global level.

While it is true that all three countries are still defined as “low–income countries”, there is strong evi-
dence to suggest that recent economic and other social reforms provide a solid basis for progress in
regard to their overall sustainable economic and human development. 

At the same time, in all three countries the rapid pace of urbanisation, industrialisation, and agricultural
commercialisation has led to a significant reduction in environmental quality and natural resource stocks.1

8. Important Findings and Lessons Learned:
Making Development Sustainable in the 21st Century 

1 While more than two–thirds of the populations of China, India, and Indonesia still reside in rural areas, the rapid
process of urbanisation has become an important dimension of their demographic transition.
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This is a common phenomenon in many developing countries but is much more prominent in countries
like China, India, and Indonesia that have extremely large (and still increasing) populations. In countries
like these, it is economic growth that serves as the paramount goal of government policy and action and
it would be naïve to suggest that this growth should be ground to a halt while governments focus fully
on improving environmental conditions and restoring natural resource stocks. 

Unfortunately, these countries2 do not yet possess the financial and human resources necessary to bring
about large scale and lasting physical improvements. What is required, then, is a set of innovative
long–term policies that can be put in place immediately and yield speedy results, and which focus on
achieving all three pillars of sustainable development: economic, social, and environmental. 

It is also worth considering whether the creation of an overarching national policy guiding body could
help reduce overlap and minimise contradictions between the various ministries and agencies responsi-
ble for achieving sustainable development. Such an overarching body might, if it functioned effectively,
serve to maximise economies of scale in the development process and maximise the utilisation of natu-
rally occurring synergies in the physical environment.

There are hopeful signs in China, India, and Indonesia that the private sector and civil soci-
ety are being recognised as important instruments of mainstreaming sustainable develop-
ment goals and objectives. 

However, there are still a number of critical unmet needs including the development of a more system-
atic monitoring and assessment of the progress a particular country is making toward sustainable devel-
opment; a more nuanced prioritisation of existing environmental and social problems, as well as a more
proactive agenda of building partnerships (e.g. public–private, local–global, governmental–NGO) target-
ing specific sustainable development aims.

Significantly, the governments of China, India, and Indonesia are starting to recognise the crucial role to
be played by private and civil society actors. In particular, the role of industry in protecting the environ-
ment and promoting economic and social development through improving productivity, making energy
use more efficient, and through waste recycling and disposal practices, seems to be gaining greater
attention. 

In each country there are fledgling signs of a government willingness to allow public participation, albeit
selectively, in decision–making in areas where there are implications for sustainable development.
Despite these positive developments, there is still much that needs to be done in terms of educating the
public and gaining greater acceptance for the concept of sustainable development, both at a general
level, and also in the context of specific economic, social, and environmental goals. 

Meaningful participation by the public and the support of the business community is essential to the
achievement of sustainable development in China, Indonesia, and India and needs to be encouraged
and strengthened. A positive step forward in this regard, would be a focused effort to intensify partner-
ships between public and private organisations. Such partnerships may, in fact, prove to be pivotal in
meeting the challenges of urban environmental management in particular. 

In order to strengthen the relationship between the public and private sectors, and in an effort to gain

2 Though obvious, it is important to keep in mind that no country—in either the industrialised or the developing
world—has yet adopted and implemented a national strategy for sustainable development



the support of civil society, it is crucial that governments adhere to high standards of transparency and
accountability in regard to the development and implementation of environmental laws and policies. To
be successful, sustainable development laws and policies need to have the support of the people. It will
be near impossible for governments to achieve sustainable development, and maintain it over the long
term, if they are expected to do it alone.

Like many other countries, China, India, and Indonesia need to reconcile the conflicting
demands that are sometimes posed by globalisation and sustainable development objec-
tives. It is more critical than ever that these three countries need to improve their capacity to
govern and mediate the policy challenges posed by globalisation.

The mitigation of widespread environmental problems in large developing countries such as China,
Indonesia, and India requires a broad array of actions. In this context, a much greater effort needs to be
made to formulate innovative public policies that reflect goals and priorities that are determined within
the much wider sustainable development framework. A useful approach to the ranking of alternative
policies and public expenditures would include an accounting of the environmental cost of specific eco-
nomic activities. 

To formulate more innovative and effective policies would also require that policy makers, at all levels of
governance, develop a much deeper understanding of the causes and cumulative effects of population,
development and environmental linkages. 

A more thorough understanding between different economic, social, and environmental factors would
go a long way toward facilitating the integration of environmental considerations within specific devel-
opment activities as well as the larger development process. This is one particular aspect where external
actors could usefully contribute through carefully targeted capacity development activities. 
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