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the need for independent, rigorous and timely analysis to inform the evolution of the post -2015 development 

agenda and the concurrent intergovernmental process on Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) agreed to at 

Rio+20. IRF2015 partners envision a post-2015 development agenda that is universal in scope, takes an 

integrated approach to the economic, social and environmental dimensions of  global development challenges, 

and can lead to more sustainable and equitable development outcomes for all. 
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1. Introduction 

Sustainable consumption and production (SCP) has been a defining element of the international 

sustainable development agenda since the Rio Earth Summit in 1992.  The Earth Summit called for action 

“to promote patterns of consumption and production that reduce environmental stress and will meet the 

basic needs of humanity.”1 It has since become an established and internationally-agreed principle 

referenced in the Millennium Declaration2 and reaffirmed in the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable 

Development, which designated SCP as one of the “overarching objectives, and essential requirements 

for, sustainable development” and called for a 10-Year Framework of Programmes (10YFP) to accelerate 

the shift towards SCP. The Marrakesh process, a multi-stakeholder initiative launched in 2003 to support 

the implementation of SCP policies, paved the way for adoption of the 10YFP at the Rio+20 Conference, 

providing an important mechanism through which SCP commitments can be implemented and tracked 

during the post-2015 period. 

Definitions of SCP variously emphasize one or more of three core dimensions: (i) decoupling of economic 

activity from resource use and environmental impacts (economy-focused);3 (ii) green consumerism 

(social/behavioral focus);4 and (iii) industrial ecology, eco-efficiency, cleaner production and 

environmental product design (industrial/product focus).5 All definitions concur on the same aims of SCP: 

to deliver continuous social and economic progress while keeping “the energy, material and pollution 

intensity of all production and consumption functions within the carrying capacities of natural 

ecosystems.”6  

The essential challenge of SCP is the transformation of societies and economies to achieve a fair sharing 

of the planet’s resources for the benefit of all.  SCP is essential to achieving equity and creating space and 

opportunities for poor countries to grow, a pre-condition for eradicating poverty. Operationalizing SCP 

therefore requires developed countries to “take the lead” in changing consumption and production 

patterns, while developing countries would “seek to achieve sustainable consumption patterns in their 

development process” and avoid replicating the resource- and pollution-intensive modes of development 

pursued by industrialized countries.7  

While SCP has gained traction over the past two decades, progress on the ground has been slow and 

uneven. This is due in part to the inertia of prevailing economic systems which systematically externalize 

environmental costs. The objectives of the post-2015 development agenda cannot be attained without 

accelerated action in both developed and emerging economies.  

Stakeholder consultations and deliberations to date within the OWG indicate broad agreement that SCP 

needs to be reflected in the formulation and implementation of future development goals, although a 

consensus has yet to be found on how best to address SCP in the post-2015 development agenda.8 

Meanwhile, critical SCP elements are already evident in all major proposals put forward to date, including 

by the High Level Panel, SDSN, CIGI and other stakeholders.  

 

2. Why this matters: SCP in the context of development progress   

Unsustainable patterns of production and consumption undermine development goals in two main ways. 

First, inefficiency and overconsumption are major drivers of resource depletion and ecosystem 

degradation, which undercut development goals by undermining the very basis of poor peoples’ 

livelihoods, health and economies. There is a solid and growing body of evidence pointing to the adverse 

impacts of pollution, waste and ecosystem degradation on:  

 food security, e.g. through declining agricultural productivity9 and crashing fish stocks;10   
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 human health, e.g. environmental factors such as air and water pollution are leading causes of 

sickness and death, contributing a quarter of the global disease burden;11  

 poor peoples’ incomes and livelihoods, e.g. natural capital often represents more than half of 

poor households’ total income, and much more in some cases .12  

Second, poor peoples’ access to vital resources is threatened as demands grow on the planet’s finite 

resources.  Rising—and increasingly volatile—prices for food, energy and minerals over the past decade 

have reversed the previous century’s trend toward cheaper resources .13 Rising prices for food, fuel, land 

and water will have severely regressive impacts as demonstrated by the 2007/08 food crisis which pulled 

44 million people into poverty.14 Further, intensified competition for resources may lead to greater capture 

and control of these resources by the powerful to the detriment of the poor and result in 

disenfranchisement of marginalized groups, because many countries do not have legal or procedural 

mechanisms in place to protect local interests.15 Even where legal frameworks are in place to ensure a 

certain level of resource access, poor people may find their rights abrogated as scarcity increases—for 

example, through forced displacement from land.  

These are urgent concerns. Over the course of the past half-century the global consumption of food and 

freshwater has more than tripled, while fossil fuel use has risen fourfold. Two thirds of the ecosystems 

humans depend on are degraded.16 Despite improvements in efficiency, total consumption of resources 

has risen steadily. In 2012, an estimated 2.7 billion people were affected by water shortages, and by 

2025 up to two thirds of the population are likely to live in water-stressed regions. The world consumed 

more food than it produced in 7 of the 8 years between 2000 and 2008 and food demand is projected to 

rise by 50% by 2030 (and by 85% for meat by the same year).17 During the twentieth century, total 

material extraction grew by a factor of about eight, while GDP rose 23-fold and world population almost 

quadrupled.18 The global economy is set to continue on its current growth trajectory, implying a doubling 

in size every two decades. And growing populations and increasing wealth will increase the demand for all 

major natural resources (energy, water, fibre, food) by 30-80 percent by 2030.19  

Shifting towards sustainable consumption and production, however, offers opportunities for countries 

across the development spectrum to shape more efficient and fairer economies that deliver benefits for 

all. SCP is fundamentally about growing better, in order to uphold the rights of all to a decent life in the 

context of binding planetary limits. Economic benefits can arise directly from policies promoting SCP as 

these can help increase the amount of natural, physical and human capital available, increase efficiency, 

and stimulate innovation. 

Radical increases in resource productivity are within reach. Even in the relatively efficient British 

economy, manufacturing industry alone wastes £2-3 billion a year through resource inefficiency, roughly 

7% of its total profit.20 Assessing opportunities globally across all four key resources—energy, land, 

materials, and water—McKinsey found that available productivity measures could address up to 30% of 

the total demand for these resources in 2030.21 The total value to society associated with these 

opportunities is up to US$3.7 trillion, with 70 per cent of these opportunit ies having returns above 10 

percent, even based on today's prices and without considering any policy support.22 Big companies such 

as Unilever, SAB Miller, General Electric and Siemens are aware of these opportunities and investing 

heavily in energy and water efficiency across their supply chains.   

SCP measures can also deliver sizeable opportunities and potential benefits by restoring degraded 

ecosystems. The world’s ecosystems generate services to humanity worth over $70 trillion per year, which 

is more than the entire world GDP in 201323. Far from acting as a brake on growth and development, 

restoring lost and damaged ecosystems can trigger sizeable economic returns, generate jobs and play a 
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vital role in reducing poverty around the world.24 The potential development benefits can be sized by 

considering that 1.35 billion people use forests to supplement their incomes and as a safety net. 

 

3. Addressing SCP in the Post-2015 Development Agenda 

Although SCP was referenced in the Millennium Declaration, it was not reflected in the MDG framework . 

This was a major missed opportunity, as stated in the report of the High-Level Panel: “Most seriously, the 

MDGs fell short …by not addressing the need to promote sustainable patterns of consumption and 

production”25. With its universal scope, the post-2015 development framework provides an opportunity to 

correct this missed opportunity and to address global and collective-action challenges that will affect the 

success of development and poverty eradication efforts in the years ahead (e.g. climate change, 

migration, international trade and finance, disease control). Thus it offers the prospect of a transformative 

agenda that addresses root causes, rather than symptoms, of poverty and inequity.  

How systems of production and consumption can be made sustainable will differ, at times dramatically, by 

location and sector. Private companies and citizens have important roles to play, but national 

governments are ‘vital enablers’ through taxes, subsidies, standards, incentives and public procurement. 

Fairness demands that high-income countries take the lead in reducing their footprint and in curbing over-

consumption, while poorer countries must be able to efficiently increase their consumption to  meet 

human development needs—now and for future generations. 

However, the challenges (and benefits) of attaining a sustainable level of resource use are shared 

globally. To make SCP integral to the post-2015 development framework will entail reflecting the urgency 

of shifting to sustainable patterns of consumption and product ion in the top-line vision or narrative, and 

embedding SCP across the goals, targets and indicators framework.  Targets are needed that address both 

the production and consumption sides of the SCP equation. On the production side, targets could aim at 

increased resource use efficiency, waste reduction and pollution control. This can be achieved through 

pricing/ taxation reform, standards, reporting, supply chain management, innovation, and technology 

cooperation. On the consumption side, consumer choices and behavioral change have been identified as 

critical, likely relying on green public procurement, pricing/ taxation, labelling, and awareness/ education 

measures.  

To illustrate, key goal areas are shown here with actual SCP targets drawn from existing proposals for the 

post-2015 development agenda: 

Sustainable, clean energy for all  

 Universal phase out fossil fuel subsidies that encourage wasteful consumption by 2020  

 Universal access to electricity and clean cooking fuels by 2030 

Food and nutritional security for all  

 Halve the rate of food loss and waste by 2030. Zero landfilling of food waste by 2030 

 End overfishing, rebuild over-fished stocks by 2030 

 Reduce the proportion of meat and dairy in diets to below globally sustainable levels 

Universal access to water and sanitation  

 By 2030 recycle or treat all municipal and industrial wastewater prior to discharge  

 Reduce, year on year, the water footprint per unit of output in sectors which consume most 

freshwater taking account of global supply chains – heavy industry, power generation, paper and 

pulp, irrigation-based agriculture for food and fibre 
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 Improve water efficiency in agriculture so as to end over-abstraction of freshwater supplies by 

2030, consistent with maintenance of biodiversity in all surface waters and long term 

sustainability of groundwater supplies 

Protect biodiversity and ecosystems and ensure sustainable natural resource management  

 Double resource productivity by 2030 from a 2000 baseline  

 Social and environmental accounting to be adopted by all governments, and major corporations 

with market capitalization over $3bn, by 2020, with natural capital accounts, regularly updated 

sustainability indicators and regulation and policy based on charging for environmental d amage 

 Reduce global deforestation to zero by 2030, increase reforestation and afforestation rates by xx 

% per annum, and ensure timber extraction takes place only in managed forests and planta tions 

with replacement planting 

 Governments and major public services in all developed nations/all nations with per capita 

annual GDP above $xx to have sustainable procurement policies in place by 2020 

 

4. Conclusion 

Developing countries today lay claim to a greater share of the planet’s natural resources to drive their 

own development. But this is likely to be sustainable only if there are major adjustments in the 

consumption patterns of wealthier nations and populations (including middle classes), as well as radical 

improvements in resource use efficiency, pollution control and waste management on the part of all.  

SCP answers this challenge. It is about economic transformation to achieve a fair sharing of the planet’s 

resources for the benefit of all. It is essential to upholding equity and universal rights to development 

through equal access to ecological resources to meet well -being needs of today and next generations, and 

fairness in the distribution of burdens and damages resulting from unsustainable consumption and 

production. Shifting to more sustainable patterns of consumption and production will require 

fundamentally altering the behavior of individuals and organizations, and systematically internalizing 

social and environmental costs in the production and exchange of goods and services. Key to its 

implementation is recognizing differences in responsibilities and capacities of developed and developing 

countries to address the problems of unsustainable consumption and production.  

SCP is intergovernmentally agreed, and not an optional add-on. It is a vital means of achieving 

development aspirations in a fair manner within the finite resource envelope that the planet provides. In a 

finite world, checking overconsumption by those at the top of the global income pyramid will be key to 

securing a fair share of the planet’s limited resources for the needs and well -being of those at the bottom. 

And it is an urgent task, as the demands on Earth’s resources gathers pace and the scale of our global 

footprint brings humanity to the brink of planetary boundaries. 
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