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Abstract: The words “Sustainable Development” are frequently used by very lightly, to 

the extent that they have lost their meaning. There is a presumption that for any perspective 

analysis or any development proposal, these two words are the most appropriate. 

Sustainability has been incorporated in the objectives of many studies. The historical 

model of industrialized societies in the 19th and 20th centuries served as the central notion 

of what constitutes development in both the cost-effectiveness and equity perspectives. 

According to some analysts, this path represents the model for global prosperity. However, 

a number of growing parallel literatures recognize the importance of diverse development 

pathways in achieving an environmentally and socio-economically better world. The term 

sustainable development does not bring forward all aspects of development. A new term 

that incorporates the wellbeing of all citizens through economic development and the 

preservation of the environment is needed. A “Worth-living Integrated Development” 

could be a term that combines economic development, social development and 

environmental protection. A Worth-living Integrated Development may be achieved only 

when human societies decide to create necessary presuppositions—at the educational, 

research, economic, social, political, technical/technological and environmental levels—for 

a better world, based on the human values of peace, justice, solidarity, political, economic 

and social democracy and ethics, respect for nature and for the variety of cultures of all 

human beings. 
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1. Introduction 

The term sustainability was first coined in 1980 by the International Union for Conservation of 

Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN). In 1987 the ‘Brundtland Report’ (the report of the United 

Nations Commission on Environment and Development) established the concept of sustainable 

development as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs” [1].  

In examining the major environmental problems facing the world and the appropriate responses to 

them, the Brundtland Report established the framework under which the twin requirements of 

environmental protection and economic development could be integrated. Sustainable development 

rapidly became the key principle underpinning official environmental policy at both national and 

international levels. 

However, there is considerable disagreement among scholars on conceptual grounds and on its 

functionality [2]. It is a very important fact that many scholars and practitioners define sustainability as 

an integrated concept that takes into consideration three elements: economic development, ecological 

conservation (sustainability) and social justice (equity) [2-12]. 

More recently, with the shift in emphasis towards practical and operational aspects, the literature 

has begun to look at synergies and trade-offs between the three goals. 

In addition to the Burtland definition, other definitions have been proposed and have gained 

acceptance. The ‘Caring for the Earth definition’ brings into consideration the capacity of ecosystems: 

“Improving the quality of life while living within the carrying capacity of supporting ecosystems”. The 

World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) proposed the concept of  

eco-efficiency [13], and Wuppertal Institute and associates emphasized Factor Four [14]. Furthermore, 

international academic journals present forums on industrial ecology. In meetings of researchers, the 

Industrial Transformation project is on-going in the field of International Human Dimension Program 

on global climate change. Also, there is the Zero Emission Initiative at United Nations University [15]. 

The 1992 ‘Earth Summit’ in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, the UN conference on Environment and 

Development (UNCED) [16], generated not only formal endorsement for the concept of sustainable 

development by over 150 national governments, but also, a wide range of general and particular policy 

initiatives under the sustainable development heading. Agenda 21 [17] emerged from the UNCED, 

which called for development at the local level. Agenda 21 called for the creation of the UN 

Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) to ensure effective follow-up of UNCED, enhance 

international cooperation, and examine progress in implementing Agenda 21 at the local, national, 

regional and international levels. 

The 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development's (WSSD) Johannesburg Plan of 

Implementation (JPOI) [18] states that partnerships, as voluntary multi-stakeholder initiatives, 

contribute to the implementation of inter-governmental commitments in Agenda 21, the Programme 
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for the Further Implementation of Agenda 21 and the JPOI. Partnerships serve as a complement but not 

as a substitute for these commitments. The JPOI also designated the UN CSD to serve as the focal 

point for discussion on partnerships that promote sustainable development. 

This is only a short history of the recent efforts made for sustainable development. Many more 

declarations and many more meetings have taken place for the promotion of sustainable development. 

2. The Reality 

After all these efforts and the rhetoric that has been flying around in many international institutions, 

the world today is not in a good shape. It is not even close to approaching any of the definitions of 

sustainability. One cannot even say that a small step forward has been taken. The facts and the 

statistics on global income distribution, as well as the poverty that underlies it, are compelling. Over 

1.3 billion people, or more than one-fifth of the global population, are estimated to be living at less 

than one US dollar per day. Other measures of poverty and vulnerability (lack of access to health, 

education, clean water, or sanitation) yield higher estimates of poverty. Since poverty is concentrated 

in non-Annex I countries – especially South Asia and Africa –where average per capita income is less 

than one-quarter (in dollars of constant Purchasing Power Parity) of the average for developed 

countries [19,20], equity concerns have focused on differences between countries rather than within 

countries. The distributional dimension of global poverty was illustrated vividly by the Human 

Development Report 1989 [21], in the form that has come to be known as the champagne glass (Figure 1). 

This representation of global income distribution shows that in 1988, the richest fifth of the world’s 

population received 82.7% of the global income, which is nearly 60 times the share of the income 

received by the poorest fifth (1.4%). More recent statistics indicate that inequality has widened further 

since then and that in 1999, the richest quintile received 80 times the income earned by the poorest 

quintile [13].  

Figure 1. Global distribution of income and population. 

 
 

Also, other figures indicate that:  

(a) The richest 20% of the world’s population had 82% of world export markets; the middle-income 

60% had 17% and the poorest 20% hardly 1%,  

(b) The richest 20% had 68% of foreign direct investment; the middle-income 60% had 31% and 

the poorest 20% hardly 1%,  
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(c) The richest 20% included 93.3% of users of the Internet; the middle-income 60% had 6.5% and 

the poorest 20% only 0.2%,  

(d) the OECD countries, with 19% of the global population, had 71% of global trade in goods and 

services, 58% of foreign direct investment and 91% of all of Internet users,  

(e) the world’s two hundred richest persons doubled the value of their fortunes in the four years 

leading up to 1998 to 1 trillion dollars, more, that is to say, than what was owned by 41% of the 

world’s population. 

The Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI), introduced in the 2010 by the United Nations [22], 

measures serious deficits in health, education and living standards, looking at both the number of 

deprived people and the intensity of their deprivations (figure 2). The numbers are staggering.  

Figure 2. Multidimensional Poverty Index- A focus on the most deprived 

 
 

Despite the progress that was achieved in the twentieth century, which is considered as enormous 

by the UNDP 1999 Human Development Report, poverty and social inequality persist everywhere, 

both in "the developing" and "the developed" countries. Specifically, in the "developing" countries, 

there are enormous regional, political and gender inequalities:  

• More than a quarter of their 4.5 billion residents had no access to knowledge or to minimum 

private and public services and their life expectancy did not exceed 40 years,  

• Roughly 1.3 billion of their population had no access to clean water,  

• Roughly 840 million people were undernourished,  

• One in seven children did not have elementary education, etc.  

On the other hand, in the industrial or differently called "developed" countries, there are very 

distinct class and regional inequalities,  

• One in eight people in even the richest countries of the world is affected by some of the 

elements of human poverty, such as long term unemployment, an income below the poverty 

level, illiteracy, maximum life expectancy of 60 years [23].  

3. The Vision of Integrated Development 

The challenge is to define a development mode that not only combines social needs, economic 

needs, and environmental needs but also gives a meaning to the lives of the individuals in a society. 

We will call this worth-living integrated development, to distinguish it from the meaning given to 

the term “sustainable development”. There exists confusion, sometimes deliberately, on the 
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international level and on the scientific and political levels, on the significance and perception of 

"development". At the same time, there exists a rich and important experience from "certain" and 

wishful, dead-end and inconclusive efforts for development at regional or national level. It is common 

that a country is characterized based on the extent and the depth of its industrial activity and its 

production using the term GDP. Based on this criterion, a country is considered "developed" even if it 

has a high percentage of citizens who live on incomes under the limit of poverty, who are unemployed, 

working part-time or marginalized, if the quality of public and social services of education, health, 

security are downgraded, if private interest substitutes progressively even the most obvious 

government responsibilities, if insecurity, alienation, racism, xenophobia, nationalism in its worst 

form, prostitution, narcotics, criminality and the intertwining economic and political interests are 

growing, if ignorance, illiteracy, technical-professional training and re-training, always escalate to 

more worrying dimensions. GDP has been instituted as the prime economic indicator during the 

Second World War (to monitor war production). This analysis has been disputed and will continue to 

be disputed by many scientists, economists, sociologists, biologists, engineers, philosophers etc. in the 

frame of their work, without however, until today, a cohesive alternative theory for "development" 

having been constituted. Thus, the need for a publicly acceptable, interdisciplinary and holistic theory 

of "development", which will be harmonized with the multi-dimensional and holistic nature of the 

natural and the socio-economic reality which "development" is called to influence "positively" at all 

the levels, is a major priority [23-25]. There has been a proposal to replace GDP [26-28]. There is the 

Human Development Index (HDI), used by the UN's Development Programme, which considers life 

expectancy and literacy as well as standard of living as determined by GDP. The Human Development 

Index (HDI) is a composite index measuring the average achievements of a country in three basic 

dimensions of human development [29]: (a) a long and healthy life, measured by life expectancy at 

birth; (b) knowledge as measured by the adult literacy rate (with 2/3 weight) and the combined 

primary, secondary and tertiary gross enrolment ratio (with 1/3 weight); (c) living standard, as 

measured by GDP per capita and adjusted for the local cost of living. Performance in each dimension 

is expressed as a value between 0 and 1 by applying the following general formula: (maximum target 

value - minimum target value). The HDI emphasizes that people and their capabilities should be the 

ultimate criteria for assessing the development of a country, not economic growth. The HDI is 

annually reported for 177 countries.  

The Gender-related Development Index (GDI) takes note of inequalities between any two groups. 

The two groups considered can in this case be 'male' and 'female' [30]. The indicator can be seen as an 

adjustment of the HDI components in the following way: (a) Longevity: use of an indicator reflecting 

mortality rates in younger age groups is preferred; (b) Knowledge; (c) Income: the share of income 

earned by men and women is derived by calculating their wage as a ratio to the average national wage 

and multiplying this ratio by their shares of the labor force. Therefore, its result is based both on the 

ratio of female wages to male wages and on the female to male ratio of the labor force.  

The Index of Social Health (ISH) for the USA [31]  

The Index of Social Health aims to provide a comprehensive view of social health looking at 

problems that affect Americans at various stages of their life—childhood, youth, adulthood, and the 

elderly—as well as problems that affect all ages. The ISH is based on sixteen social indicators, 

grouped by ages: infant mortality, child poverty, child abuse, teenage suicide, teenage drug abuse, high 
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school dropouts, unemployment, wages, health insurance coverage, poverty among the elderly, out-of-

pocket health costs among the elderly, homicides, alcohol-related traffic fatalities, food stamp 

coverage, affordable housing, and income inequality.  

The Index of Economic Well-Being (IEWB) [32] covers simultaneously current prosperity (based 

on measures of consumption), sustainable accumulation, and social topics (reduction in inequalities 

and protection against social risks). Environmental issues are addressed by considering the costs of 

CO2 emissions per capita. Consumption flows and wealth accumulation (defined broadly, to include 

R&D stock, a proxy for human capital, and the costs of CO2 emissions) are evaluated according to 

National Accounts methodology [33]. Inequality is monitored with a Gini index [34] and a measure of 

poverty intensity, the Sen-Shorrocks-Thon index [35]. 

The Happy Planet Index (HPI) [36] combines environmental impact with individual wellbeing in 

order to measure the environmental efficiency. It is an index of human wellbeing and environmental 

impact. The indicator shows the ecological efficiency with which the wellbeing is delivered. It is based 

on two objective indicators, life expectancy and ecological footprint per capita, and one subjective 

indicator 'life satisfaction'. Multiplying longevity and the subjective life satisfaction gives the 'degree 

to which people live long and happily in a certain country at a given time', also called Happy Life 

Years (HLY). The Ecological Footprint measures the extent to which the ecological demand of human 

economies stays within or exceeds the capacity of the biosphere to supply goods and services. The 

(global) target for HPI was set by the New Economics Foundation [37] at 83.5 (on a scale from 0 to 

100), based on attainable levels of life expectancy and wellbeing and a reasonably sized EF.  

The Genuine Progress Indicator [38] incorporates aspects of social welfare such as income equity, 

pollution, and access to health care. Furthermore, it is considered to be less complex and more 

accessible to all people. It balances the costs and benefits of economic activity and growth. In the 

international community, perhaps the biggest nudge has come from French President Nicolas Sarkozy, 

who commissioned a report by marquee-name economists, including Nobel laureates Joseph Stiglitz 

and Amartya Sen, to find alternatives to what he calls "GDP fetishism". 

The notion of "economic well-being" [39] is a broader concept than GDP, however can still be 

captured with standard economic measures. The living conditions include a number of non-material 

aspects of well-being, and it can be argued that it is the last sphere that is reachable to economic 

policy. Figure 3 gives a good indication of the elements that comprise happiness and wellbeing. 

Bruno Frey [40,41] has analyzed the point of happiness by the extensive recent research on 

economics of happiness. Human well-being and happiness have manifold sources, with economic 

indicators and policies influencing them to a certain extent, but under conditional circumstances. An 

interesting empirical evidence in this regard is shown in figure 4, in the comparison of the US  

and France. 

All the above indices come close to the proposed definition of ‘worth-living integrated 

development’ which satisfies the need for this comprehensive dialectical harmony, symmetry and 

balance in the process of completion of development with the "economic", "social", "political" and 

"cultural" dimensions. This development is in harmony with nature and traditions, but also with the 

progress of science and technology.  
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Figure 3. The many elements of happiness and well-being 

 

Figure 4. Income, economic well-being and happiness in the USA vs. France [42]. 

 
 

Unfortunately, this is not yet widely understood or accepted by the dominant global superpowers, 

the global and competitive market, the central banks and the stock exchange markets, or even by the 

“progressive”, “Socialist” or “Social Democratic” political forces, which are unable to formulate an 

alternative vision and value system for humanity, a system outside and beyond the dominant 

specifications of the one-dimensional economic development that is based on fierce competition, the 

so called neo-liberal agenda.  

An essential contribution in this direction must be made by the international and national 

organizations, the governments, the institutions of the state, social and private sectors, the scientists, 

the politicians and the citizens. There must be an agreement for a common code of communication and 

comprehension of the significance, values, objectives and content of "development" and its multiple 

real dimensions. 
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4. The Economic Dimension of Integrated Development  

Economic development is an integral part of the concept of worth-living integrated development. 

On the basis of its ecumenical character and global scale and importance, economic development 

incorporates the following elements: 

• it does not ignore, but proceeds with and contributes to the social, political and cultural 

development of all persons on earth, with the development and utilization of the technology 

appropriate for each case, in the specific territory and time,  

• it acknowledges the need for protection of nature, of which all people and their cultures are an 

integral part, and makes this need an axis of initiatives and actions, at the local, regional, 

national, transnational and global level.  

Thus, an economic development of this nature and quality does not:  

• subordinate nature, litter or pollute the natural, socio-economic, political and cultural 

environment through the irresponsible competition of markets of "developed" countries, 

• manipulate science, research and technology by financing them selectively and only if they 

produce new marketable and profitable products and services,  

• squander the natural and human capital of the planet for the sake of maximum immediate 

profit, 

• alienate human beings through the processes of production,  

• corrupt consciences, seduce not only politicians, scientists, artists, movements, trade unions, 

but also workers and the unemployed, exploiting their ambitions, expectations and their 

insecurities,  

• maintain bonds of poverty, ignorance, bad health, lack of food and clean water for the residents 

of countries in the third world, 

• tend to change active, conscious and responsible citizens into passive and fearful individual 

consumers, under the threat of permanently increasing unemployment [43].  

5. The Political Dimension of Integrated Development  

In the concept of worth-living integrated development and on the basis of its ecumenical character 

and global scale and importance, the political dimension incorporates the following: 

• it does not ignore, but creatively proceeds with and contributes to economic, social and cultural 

development,  

• it essentially aims at the inclusion, at all levels of political and social life, of all people, as free, 

educated, informed, emancipated, responsible, conscious citizens, who work, produce, create, 

think and act, individually and collectively, in a way that the promotion of their interests takes 

into account the rights of all others, 

• it is founded on and secured by public schooling/education/culture, to which all have access, 

independent of race, gender, nationality, color, age and convictions, in order to be part of 

society and develop the creative possibilities and dexterities of their mind and body, their 

critical thought and their political and social consciousness and responsibility [43].  
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6. The Social Dimension of Integrated Development  

The social dimension incorporates the following characteristics: 

• it adheres to the human values of peace, justice, solidarity, democracy and rule 

• it acknowledges the need for protection of nature, of which all people and their cultures are an 

integral part, and makes this need an axis of initiatives and actions, at the local, regional, 

national, trans-national and global level,  

• it does not ignore but keeps pace with and contributes to the economic, political and cultural 

development of all persons on the earth,  

• it develops and utilizes the technology which is appropriate in each case in space and time. 

Thus, a social development of this nature and quality cannot be:  

• limited to “developed” countries only and particularly to the small privileged social classes, in 

which the relevant (and always ambiguous) “indicators” thrive, 

• reconciled with the enormous and permanently expanding and accentuated social inequalities 

between rich and poor countries, or among social classes within a “developed” or “developing” 

country.  

On the contrary, the social development which is compatible with worth-living integrated 

development presupposes the subversion of the dominant model of production, distribution and 

consumption, which is based on overproduction, consolidation of unequal distribution, intensified 

exploitation of the natural resources of our planet and on the—illogical and without moral barriers—

continuous maximization of market competitiveness, profit, "efficiency" and "effectiveness”. It 

presupposes schools of all levels with structures, operations, programs and content of study which will 

ensure that the configuration of average social consciousness and social dynamics will not be 

abandoned to the dominant choices of multinational corporations so as to fit the devastating models of 

cultural and political homogenization of human societies in the interest of the global markets. 

In summary, the key elements that define integrated development are: 

• Environment-society-economy integration: ensuring that economic development, social 

development and environmental protection are integrated in planning and implementation  

• Futurity: an explicit concern about the impact of current activity on future generations. 

• Environmental protection: a commitment to reducing pollution and environmental degradation 

and to the more efficient use of resources.  

• Equity: a commitment to meeting at least the basic needs of all the people of the present 

generation (as well as equity between generations). 

• Quality of life: recognition that human wellbeing is constituted by more than just income 

growth.  

• Participation: the recognition that integrated development requires the political involvement of 

all groups or ‘stakeholders’ in society [43]. 
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7. Environment in Sustainable and Worth-Living Integrated Development 

The dominant perception of the European Union is that “the key to our long-term welfare, in Europe 

and around the world, is ‘sustainable development’: finding ways of improving our quality of life 

without causing harm to the environment, future generations or the people of both the rich and 

developing world” [28]. Ignoring multi-dimensional, documented critique of the meaningless concept 

and content of “sustainable development”, the European Commission states:  

“We particularly need to encourage business to go further, on a voluntary basis and through 

legislation. Increased attention to environmental measures will improve efficiency and productivity. 

The expanding market for green goods will lead to increased innovation and expanded job 

opportunities. European businesses will prosper in this expanding market. The Sixth Environment 

Action Programme supports and encourages such developments”.  

Thus, the European Union, consistent with the dominant perception of “sustainable development”, 

entrusts, cedes and assigns responsibility for the environment to corporations, which it encourages, 

assists and supports in every way.  

But what are the somewhat more optimistic prospects for development and environment in the 

current decade - if there are any? At the theoretical level, the solution could be expected to come from 

the new and radically different perception, which in critical, interdisciplinary literature, has, directly or 

indirectly, been documented as worth-living integrated development [12,43-45].  

Worth-living integrated development investigates a priori, studies, designs and justifies its actions 

according to the peaceful, harmonious and creative co-existence and interaction of humanity and 

nature which is optimum for both, so that multi-dimensional (personal, economic, social, political and 

cultural) human life is "worth-living" by all, irrespective of national, administrative, political, social, 

technological and cultural frontiers and differences. It is a “holistic” concept, in agreement with the 

“whole” nature of the indivisible unity of the natural and the socio-economic reality in each case in 

each territory and at specific period, and the perpetual human effort to creatively and respectfully 

transform our common home, the planet Earth. It is not divided into specialist, autonomous, 

independent, opportunist, fragmentary and frequently contradictory “developmental” choices and 

actions. It does not give one-dimensional priority to mainly economic considerations over society, 

politics and culture, without regard for impacts and consequences on human beings and their natural 

and cultural environment. 

Nowadays, no concept of development can exist or be supported, if, like “sustainable development”, 

it involves or permits: 

• subordination of nature and life, 

• continuing human exploitation of other human beings and nature through modern means, 

• enforcement of the will of the strongest party over institutionalized or unwritten rules of 

international law, justice and humanism, through military, economic, political, technological 

and cultural means,  

• devastation of any social class, nation, social, political, ideological or cultural difference or 

distinction by any self-appointed “new order’ of any type or category, 
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• state, police or individual terrorism, which finally aims at the abolition or transformation of 

human, social and political rights, according to the strategic interests of markets, the new order 

and their globalization, 

• the dominant promotion and enforcement - by all means - of the alleged universal salvation 

ideologies and the attempt to imprint these in the collective subconscious as new “values”, with 

which all must conform and to which all actions should contribute, 

• mass media dominance and apparent or obscure connections with the economy and politics. 

The concept, content, perception and the arguments which prove that true development can only be 

worth-living and integrated, are to be understood and accepted as a theory which contrasts the 

dominant ideology of the substance-less "sustainable" development.  

As an action, worth-living integrated development is the affair of every responsible and conscious 

scientist, worker, creator and citizen and their collective entities. It must be expressed simultaneously, 

in space and time, at the cultural, political, social, economic and technical/technological levels, 

through initiatives and actions which respect the essence of human beings as ethical beings, of life as 

divine gift, of nature as our most precious, yet fragile common heritage [43]. 
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