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I. INTRODUCTION

Sustainable development provides a framework for reconciling and
simultaneously furthering the broad goals of peace and security, economic
development, social development, and environmental protection.1 The
traditional development model included security and economic and social
goals, but accepted environmental degradation as the necessary price of
progress.2 However, environmental degradation undermines the achieve-
ment of development goals and contributes to a growing gap between
rich and poor.3 Sustainable development redefines progress to include
environmental protection or restoration.4 It is intended to foster
environmental protection while achieving the goals of the traditional
development model.5 With much fanfare and publicity, the 1992 United
Nations Conference on Environment and Development (“UNCED” or
“Earth Summit”) in Rio de Janeiro endorsed sustainable development and
agreed to an ambitious plan, called Agenda 21, for achieving it.6

A nagging question is the extent to which sustainable development
actually, as opposed to rhetorically, protects the environment. Countries,
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companies, and others make claims that they are engaging in sustainable
development, but the condition of the world’s environment continues to
worsen and the gap between rich and poor continues to widen.7 Some
skeptics have suggested that the concept of sustainable development
should be abandoned because it ultimately undermines environmental
protection.8 

The problem with such suggestions is that the need to integrate
environmental protection with these other widely accepted goals (peace
and security, economic development, and social well-being) is not going
to go away. No one who has spent any time actually trying to protect the
environment in specific situations believes that the environment can be
discussed and protected on its own terms without reference to these other
objectives. In fact, most observers recognize that we are more likely to
protect the environment when we can show that environmental protection
will further these other goals, or at least will not interfere with them.9 

Therefore, environmental protection is more likely to occur when
economic development is harnessed on its behalf. In developing countries,
where poverty causes or contributes to environmental degradation, and
where financial resources are especially scarce, environmental protection
is much more likely to be accomplished when it is combined with
economic development. In developed countries, the greater efficiency and
conservation required for sustainable development are more likely to
occur when it is plainly more economically attractive than current high
levels of materials and energy consumption.10 Sustainable development,
moreover, is the internationally accepted framework for making these
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broad goals mutually reinforcing.11 It is the only framework that exists for
responding to massive environmental degradation all around the world
and the growing gap between rich and poor. 

Rather than abandon this framework, then, it makes sense to
improve it by filling in the gaps. An extremely critical set of gaps has been
the virtual absence of specific internationally-agreed goals for
environmental protection and social well-being. Few, if any, such goals
exist in Agenda 21 or in binding multilateral agreements.12 International
actions to establish and meet such goals are likely to make sustainable
development more understandable and more achievable. Similarly,
national actions to establish and implement goals are more likely to
succeed than national actions carried on without such goals. Targets and
timetables, by themselves, are not enough; they must be accompanied by
political and legal commitments and resources to achieve them.
Sustainable development also requires many other things, including
appropriate national and international governance structures. But targets,
timetables, and implementing machinery are a crucial component of
sustainable development.   

Part II of this Article explains the importance of specific
environmental and social goals as well as the legal and administrative
mechanisms necessary to realize them. The particular focus of this Article
is longer-term international targets and timetables, primarily because the
achievement of sustainable development will require a continuing global
commitment over a long time. Part III surveys efforts to establish targets
and timetables as well as effective implementing mechanisms in legally
binding and non-legally binding agreements. This survey includes the
nonbinding agreement reached in the recently completed World Summit
on Sustainable Development (“WSSD”) in Johannesburg, which was held
to evaluate progress in implementing Agenda 21 over the ten-year period
since Rio, and to make recommendations for future actions. Part IV
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evaluates progress toward effective targets and timetables since Rio.
Targets and timetables, and the mechanisms needed to implement them,
are an increasingly prominent feature of international efforts to achieve
sustainable development, and will likely become more prominent over
time. While progress has certainly been made in the past decade, including
progress in Johannesburg, a great deal remains to be done to implement
targets and timetables on which agreement has already been reached and
to establish and achieve other objectives. National targets and timetables
(whether they mirror international objectives exactly or not) also need to
play a growing role in sustainable development. 

II. TARGE T S, TIMETABLES, AND EFFECTIVE IMP LEM ENT ING

MECHANISMS

A. Understanding Sustainable Development

Humans have put increasing pressure on the environment, and they
are on a trajectory to put even more pressure on the environment.13 The
result is growing environmental degradation around the world, and a
growing gap between rich and poor.14 Growing human demands on the
environment have interfered with conventional development and cannot
be sustained indefinitely. Sustainable development is a constructive
response to this problem.

In his environmental history of the twentieth century, J.R. McNeill
found large and almost certainly unsustainable changes in the pressure
humans put on the earth between the 1890s and 1990s.15 World population
grew by a factor of four, the world economy by a factor of fourteen,
industrial output by a factor of forty, and energy use by a factor of
sixteen.16 Carbon dioxide emissions became seventeen times greater,
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sulfur dioxide emissions thirteen times greater, and atmospheric lead
emissions eight times greater.17 In the same period water use grew by a
factor of nine, marine fish catch grew by a factor of thirty-five, irrigated
area increased by a factor of five, and cropland doubled.18  

If we limit our attention to more recent history, between 1950 and
1993, the world’s population grew by a factor of 2.2, food grain
production by a factor of 2.7, energy use by a factor of 4.4, and gross
domestic product (“GDP”) by a factor of 5.1.19  Looking forward, to 2050,
the world’s population will likely be 1.6 times its present size, and the
world’s economy or GDP is projected to be 4.3 times what it is now.20

Food production is projected to be 1.8 times greater than present levels,
and energy consumption 2.4 times greater than at present.21 

Consequently, humans faced daunting challenges as the world
began the new century. Nearly all of the projected increase in population
will be in developing countries.22 It will be necessary to provide food,
shelter, clothing, education, and employment opportunities to at least three
billion more people.23 This is in addition to the six billion people who
currently inhabit the planet, billions of whom already lack many of these
necessities.24   

Growing wealth and consumption increase the magnitude of this
challenge. GDP has grown, and is projected to grow, much faster than
population.25 While growth in energy and food consumption has not been,
and is not expected to be, as great as growth in GDP, both have grown
faster than population and are expected to continue growing faster than
population.26 By 2025, according to a United Nations report prepared for
the Johannesburg summit, “as much as two-thirds of the world’s
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population could live in countries with moderate or severe water stress.”27

Three-fourths of the world’s marine fisheries are already fished to
capacity or overfished.28 Deforestation and the destruction of coral reefs
continue at an alarming rate.29 Greenhouse gas emissions and energy
consumption continue to increase.30 At the same time, there is a growing
gap between the rich and the poor, both across and within countries.31  The
poor, in fact, are likely to experience environmental stresses and limits
much more severely than those with greater means.32 These trends pose
two challenges to sustainability. One is ending the growing disparity
between rich and poor; the second is providing for the growing global
consumption of food, energy, and other materials in an environmentally
protective manner.33 

Figure 1 is a simplified model of the relationship between
conventional development and the environment. Because conventional
development has come to be equated with progress, Figure 1 is framed in
those terms. The conventional development model has also worked as
shown in Figure 1, at least since the end of World War II. That is, there
have been improvements in peace and security, economic development,
and social development or human rights, but continued environmental
degradation.34 
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FIGURE 1
CONVENTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Progress Price of Progress

Peace and Security
Economic Development
  Social Development/
Human Rights
Supportive National Governance

Environment and
  Natural Resources

The four goals identified under the “Progress” heading in Figure 1
are related in at least two key ways. First, economic development,
security, and social well-being are mutually reinforcing. Well-educated
children are better and more productive employees. Both education and
economic activity are difficult, if not impossible, when there is strife or
civil war. Second, security as well as economic and social development all
require national governance that supports and furthers these goals.35 In an
international system of sovereign states, nations bear the primary
responsibility for achieving these goals.  

The problem is that the price of progress has become intolerable.
Degradation of the environment and natural resources impedes, hinders,
and even prevents realization of conventional progress.36 Deforestation
and overfishing mean that many people and businesses can no longer earn
a livelihood.37 Pollution impairs human health and thus human betterment.
Poor people often live or work in the most polluted or degraded
environments, thus worsening their poverty.38 Although poverty and
environmental degradation are significant in their own right, they also can
cause or contribute to wars, starvation, ethnic tensions, and terrorism,
which are more likely to get headlines than their underlying causes.39 All
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of these things make national governance much harder and less effective.
Thus, while the general direction of social, economic, security and
governance efforts has been positive, environmental degradation is a
growing impediment to even further progress.

 Sustainable development is premised on the interdependence and
essential equality of economic development, social well-being, peace and
security, and environmental protection.40 These things, taken together,
provide the basis for greater human freedom, opportunity, and quality of
life.41 Sustainable development is normative, though; it is not descriptive
of how things are currently working. Figure 2 shows the state of affairs
that sustainable development would achieve. Essentially, sustainable
development modifies the definition of progress. Instead of conventional
development at the environment’s expense, sustainable development
would protect and restore the environment at the same time that
conventional development occurs.42 
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FIGURE 2
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Progress

Peace and Security
Economic Development
Social Development/Human Rights
Environmental Protection/Restoration
Supportive National Governance 

Thus, a necessary predicate to sustainability is slowing the rate at
which environmental conditions get worse. A great deal of United States
environmental law is based on that premise.43  If we slow the rate of
degradation in the United States and elsewhere, presumably we can then
protect and even restore the environment, making progress on
environmental quality even as the economy grows, social well-being
increases, and we live more securely. But this is not going to be easily or
quickly accomplished. A 1999 report by the National Research Council
stated that a transition to sustainable development—not sustainability
itself—could be achieved in two generations (roughly by 2050).44  

This analysis suggests five important conclusions about the
relationship between sustainable development and environmental
protection. First, and this should go without saying, environmental
protection and even restoration is what makes sustainable development
different from conventional development. Without environmental
protection, development is not sustainable. Second, and more subtly but
no less importantly, our understanding of what environmental protection
means will determine whether we actually protect the environment. Put
more plainly, environmental protection must be measured against what is
actually happening in the environment. Damage control in environmental
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law often means, for example, reducing emissions of pollutants from
levels emitted at an earlier time.45 Without question, such reductions are a
step in the right direction. But pollutants are still being emitted, albeit in
reduced amounts.46 Thus, year after year, concentrations of those
pollutants in the environment often increase, even if that occurs at a
slower rate.47 A continued increase in the concentration of those pollutants
(e.g., sulfur dioxide, carbon dioxide, and lead) in the environment is not
sustainable.  It is only by stabilizing and even reducing the concentrations
of those pollutants in the environment that we can achieve sustainability.  

Third, the quest for sustainability will require determined and
persistent efforts to protect the environment over a much longer period of
time than we ordinarily apply to other activities, including activities
relating to the environment. On many of the hardest and most important
issues, progress will need to be measured over decades, generations, or
longer.48 

Fourth, the objectives of environmental protection within
sustainable development will likely need to shift over time. Environmental
protection efforts will in many cases need to go through stages, including
damage control, stabilization, and in many cases some form of restoration.
Beyond that, threats to the environment are likely to be understood
differently over time because of changes in technology, scientific
information, the size and location of human populations, economic
development, and other factors.  The quest for sustainable development, in
short, necessarily requires a substantial level of long-term monitoring and
adaptability.
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Finally, environmental protection cannot be separated from
poverty alleviation. Environmental degradation and poverty are mutually
reinforcing.49 While poverty alleviation has been a major focus of
international development efforts since at least the end of World War II,
environmental degradation has hindered and undermined the effectiveness
of this effort.50 Because environmental degradation is a global
phenomenon, it will require global cooperation to address. Because
developing countries are primarily interested in economic development, it
will be impossible to secure their cooperation without acknowledging that
priority and giving special attention to environmental problems that most
directly interfere with economic development in developing countries. 

B. Why Targets and Timetables are Needed

Specific internationally-agreed environmental and social goals are
a necessary means of achieving sustainable development. By goals, I
mean specific, measurable targets that are to be achieved by specific dates
or according to specified timetables. Thus, a target and timetable is a goal
whose achievement or lack of achievement can be determined to a
reasonable level of certainty. A target and timetable might be expressed as
“achieving A by Year C” or “reducing B by fifty percent by Year C.”
Timetables without specific targets usually can be achieved by some
minimal activity that arguably fits the meaning of a vaguely defined goal
or target. A goal of “making efforts toward D by Year E,” for instance,
can be met by almost any effort at all. Similarly, targets without
timetables are merely aspirational statements of goals. A goal of simply
“achieving F” is an example. Without a specific date, there is, as a
practical matter, nothing to achieve and little incentive to achieve it.
There are other ways to water down the commitments contained in targets
and timetables, using a variety of qualifying phrases and exceptions.
Obviously, the strongest targets and timetables have no built-in escape
clauses.  
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This Article focuses on longer-term targets and timetables. A great
many environmental treaties require compliance in a time frame that more
or less coincides with the date that these treaties go into effect.51 My
focus, instead, is on timetables that often stretch a decade or more from
the present date. Many of the hardest problems we face at the international
level will need to be addressed at least that long, if not longer, to achieve
even a modicum of success. These include, but are certainly not limited to,
poverty, climate change, and loss of biodiversity.52

The establishment of targets and timetables can accomplish at least
six valuable tasks. It can identify priorities, force decision makers to
clarify objectives, demonstrate commitment to sustainable development
and thus give it greater credibility, give operational meaning to sustainable
development, and clarify the role of law. For difficult long-term
objectives, the establishment of short-term or interim goals can also
provide benchmarks of progress. These things are all needed for the
achievement of sustainable development, and are unlikely to occur
without the establishment of targets and timetables. 

1. Identifying Priorities 

The process of setting goals necessarily forces a decision maker to
think strategically about how to set and achieve them. A strategy for
sustainable development53 would necessarily identify those issues or goals
that should be given priority. Decision makers would reduce a large
number of pressing tasks into a smaller and more manageable number of
objectives. Priority setting permits governmental and nongovernmental
actors to concentrate their limited time and resources on a smaller number
of tasks, and should in principle allow them to address those tasks more
effectively than if their time and resources were spread among many tasks.

A threshold problem is that there are more needs and problems
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than any government or other institution can handle at once. As already
noted, the core objectives of sustainable development are arresting and
reversing trends toward global environmental degradation, and reducing
the gap between rich and poor. But each of these contains a large number
of component parts or issues. Agenda 21 includes chapters addressing
consumption, air pollution (including climate change), land resources,
deforestation, desertification, mountain ecosystems, agriculture, biological
diversity, oceans, fresh water, toxic chemicals, hazardous wastes, solid
wastes, and radioactive wastes.54 Agenda 21 also contains chapters on
trade, poverty, human health, housing, and biotechnology.55 Within each
chapter, there are many specific programs and activities. It is difficult to
imagine how any decision maker could give priority to all of these things
and still accomplish much of significance.

To address this problem, Agenda 21 states that national
governments “will develop their own priorities in accordance with their
prevailing conditions, needs, national plans, policies, and programmes.”56

For every country, these priorities will be somewhat different. But
virtually all countries, in different degrees, are experiencing worsening
problems with poverty and environment because of unsustainable
development.57 The immediate task, then, is damage control or responding
to the greatest threats. 

The National Research Council’s Report, Our Common Journey,
captures some of this sense of damage control. The international
community’s primary goals for the next two generations, the Council said,
“should be to meet the needs of a much larger but stabilizing human
population, to sustain the life support systems of the planet, and to
substantially reduce hunger and poverty.”58 To a great degree, these are
also damage control goals. If these goals are achieved, the planet’s life
support systems will be sustained, but probably not restored in any
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meaningful degree; many people will still live in hunger and poverty; and
the planet’s human population will finally stop growing. 

The European Union (“EU”) has adopted a sustainable
development strategy that also has a significant damage control element.59

These priorities are global warming, public health, poverty, aging of the
population, loss of biodiversity, and transport congestion.60 These
priorities were not picked out of thin air. They resulted from an analytical
process that focused on three criteria: severity of the problem, the extent
to which severe and adverse effects are likely to be felt by subsequent
generations, and the extent to which the problem is common among EU
member countries.61 The methodology is problem-oriented and is directed
against many of the same problems that international sustainable
development efforts have targeted, especially climate change,
biodiversity, and poverty. For both the National Research Council and the
EU, then, the first step in the strategic process is problem identification
and priority setting. 

2. Clarifying Objectives 

A general description of priorities is useful, but goal setting also
requires decision makers to think clearly about what they want. It moves,
or ought to move, decision makers beyond rhetoric and generalizations
toward goals that are both precise and meaningful. This process of
clarifying objectives is necessary to ensure that goals make sense, that
progress toward goals can be measured in a reasonably accurate way, that
goals can be achieved within the time specified, and that achievement of
the goals will actually address the underlying problems.62
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American administrative and environmental law is replete with
evidence, both positive and negative, of the importance of goals. The
Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 (“GPRA”)63 obligates
federal agencies to develop and implement multi-year strategic plans, to
establish specific performance goals and performance indicators showing
progress in achieving them, and to report annually on their progress in
meeting these goals.64 The basic idea of GPRA was to improve the
effectiveness and efficiency of government agencies by forcing them to
think strategically about their overall goals and the best ways of achieving
those goals.65 A labor agency, for example, might otherwise focus on
increasing the number of eligible persons who complete job training
programs rather than on increasing the number of those persons who
actually get long-term jobs.66 The most effective environmental programs,
similarly, appear to be those with specific environmental goals. Air and
water quality standards established pursuant to United States environ-
mental laws provide substantive goals by which to measure the effective-
ness of those laws.67 

Air quality standards are to be established at a level that is
“requisite to protect public health.”68 If people are breathing air that is in
attainment of these standards, they are ostensibly breathing healthy air.
Attainment of these standards is probably the single most important goal
of the Clean Air Act. States must strengthen their implementation plans
for regions that are not in attainment,69 and the Act establishes specific
procedures and deadlines for bringing nonattainment areas into
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attainment.70 Somewhat similarly, water quality standards are established
under the Clean Water Act to “protect the public health or welfare” and
“enhance the quality of water,” among other purposes.71 Water that meets
these standards would be, at a minimum, fishable and swimmable.72 For
waters that are not in compliance with these standards, states are required
to establish specific remedial programs.73 As a result, air and water quality
have improved in the three decades since those laws were first enacted,
though more remains to be done.74 

The absence of goals is a common problem in other United States
environmental regulatory programs, however.75 It has been difficult for the
United States to make progress on problems like biodiversity, oceans
under United States jurisdiction, forestry, and land use because of the
absence of substantive national goals and legal mechanisms to achieve
those goals.76 Oceans under United States jurisdiction would be much
better protected if the country had coherent objectives for ocean water
quality and marine resources.77 The lack of a coherent biodiversity
conservation based legal framework in the United States would be
remedied by a national biodiversity conservation objective and the legal
machinery to achieve that objective.78 Although some states are moving in
the direction of “smart growth,” state and local governments as well as the
federal government need to move in a more coordinated and decisive way
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to ensure sustainable land use.79 For forestry, on the other hand, the
growing use of environmental performance standards—for water quality
and endangered species habitat, for instance—appears to be providing
substantive environmental goals.80 

Any serious effort to foster sustainable development thus requires
the establishment of clearly defined objectives. For the global level, the
National Research Council’s 1999 report identifies five key objectives: (1)
accelerating fertility reduction so that the world’s current population
grows only to eight billion by 2050 rather than the nine billion currently
projected; (2) providing “adequate water, sanitation, and clean air” for the
expected seven billion people who will live in urban areas in 2050, which
is two to three times the number of people who now live in urban areas;
(3) increasing agricultural productivity in output per hectare by two to
three times current productivity levels, on a sustainable basis, by 2050; (4)
doubling the historic rate of efficiency improvements for materials and
energy use; and (5) restoring and maintaining the functions and integrity
of ecosystems that have been dominated by humans, and protecting the
least affected ecosystems from land conversion.81 The Council describes
these goals as necessary, ambitious, and achievable by 2050.82 

The Council’s five goals represent an effort to convert the broad
goals of sustainable development into achievable program elements. Three
of the five are stated in quantitative terms, and the other two (relating to
the urban environment and biodiversity) could be converted into
quantitative terms. 

The EU sustainable development strategy contains more precise
objectives for each of its six identified priority areas.83 The objectives for
one priority area are illustrative. For climate change a primary EU
objective is reducing greenhouse gas emissions by eight percent below
1990 levels in the time period of 2008-2012, as specified in the Kyoto
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Protocol.84 Describing Kyoto as only “a first step,” the strategy states that
the EU should aim for a one percent annual reduction in greenhouse gas
emissions until 2020.85 It also calls for a tax on energy products by 2002,
the creation of a European system for tradable carbon dioxide permits by
2005, and an end to fossil fuel subsidies by 2010.86 These objectives are in
addition to increased research and development concerning renewable
energy and more stringent energy conservation standards for buildings and
appliances.87 While these objectives would need to be carried out in each
individual country within the EU,88 they nonetheless provide a concrete
set of targets and timetables for addressing climate change. 

The establishment of achievable objectives moves the debate from
generalizations to specific means of addressing problems. Under the Rio
agreements, for example, countries—especially developed countries—are
to “reduce and eliminate unsustainable patterns of production and
consumption.”89 According to Agenda 21, “the major cause of the
continued deterioration of the global environment is the unsustainable
pattern of consumption and production, particularly in industrialized
countries.”90 This unsustainable pattern has led to proposals to increase the
efficiency with which materials and energy are used by factors of four91 or
ten92 before 2050. These reduction proposals are useful indicators of the
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magnitude of the challenge, but they don’t help answer the question of
which materials and energy sources should be covered. Is consumption of
electricity from windmills the same as consumption of electricity from
fossil fuels? Is consumption of nickel or aluminum the same as
consumption of sand? Quite plainly, environmental impacts of
consumption depend on what is being consumed, and how it was
produced.93 The underlying challenge is understanding the specific types
of environmental impacts that consumption creates, and addressing the
sources of those impacts directly.94 

For the production and consumption of energy in developed
countries, for example, Lynn Price and Mark D. Levine have suggested
that the path toward sustainability can be measured according to three
indicators—the efficiency with which energy is used, the percentage of
overall energy demand that is met by renewable energy, and the level of
carbon dioxide emissions.95 Policies addressing energy consumption
should directly address these issues and should result in greater efficiency,
more use of renewables, and lower levels of carbon dioxide.96 Progress on
the first two indicators in fact, is essentially captured by progress on the
third.97 Thus, sustainable production and consumption of energy depends
primarily on reducing carbon dioxide emissions from fossil fuels.98 Put
differently, an international or national objective of reducing fossil fuel
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emissions by a specific amount by a specific time (like the EU objective)
is also a key means of moving energy production and consumption in a
sustainable direction.99 Absent a technological breakthrough, reducing
carbon dioxide emissions requires reducing the use of fossil fuels,100

particularly fuels like coal, whose burning creates more carbon dioxide
emissions than other fossil fuels.101 Such objectives may raise political
problems,102 but they address the issue directly and precisely.103 

Such objectives can also help address issues that might otherwise
be polarized by competing ideological views. By focusing on carbon
dioxide emissions, for instance, decision makers can move away from an
abstract discussion of consumption—an ideological and divisive issue. For
some, challenges to consumption are also challenges to “the good life”
made possible by a high standard of living.104 Yet for others, challenges to
consumption are necessary because gluttony and waste threaten the
planet’s future.105 Obviously, a debate carried on in these terms is not
going to be very constructive, or even civil. By focusing on specific
objectives, such as carbon dioxide emissions, decision makers can actually
reconcile these competing positions; focusing not on consumption itself,
but rather on issues, such as forms of production and consumption that
adversely affect the environment, that need to be addressed. These
positions need to be reconciled, moreover, if we are going to achieve
sustainable development. 

Targets and timetables provide a way of discussing and deciding
how ambitious we want, or need, to be. In the mid-1980s, for example, the
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Pennsylvania legislature debated the merits of a proposed program that
would require large- and medium-sized municipalities across the state to
establish curbside recycling programs for glass, metal, paper, and
plastic.106 An important issue in that debate was whether the recycling rate
goal for that program by January 1, 1997 should be ten percent or twenty-
five percent. The latter was eventually chosen107 because it was more
serious, seemed to better correspond to the magnitude of the waste
problem, and was achievable, even though it was more difficult than the
ten percent goal. When the twenty-five percent goal was later achieved,
the state set another, higher goal.108

Specific objectives also focus efforts of governmental and
nongovernmental actors over the long term.109 Political and other leaders
come and go, but properly established targets and timetables remain in
place.110 Goals are a management tool for focusing the efforts of
administrative agencies, corporations and other organizations, and even
national governments and the international community. Goals become the
basis around which budgets are developed and implemented; personnel
are hired and allocated; programs are created, modified, or harmonized;
and rewards and punishments are meted out. The recycling goal is the
polestar by which Pennsylvania’s program has been administered; it is
difficult to conceive of the program achieving that recycling rate without
the twenty-five percent goal, much less without any goal at all. 

Targets and timetables are particularly important when there are
many public and private decision makers whose activities need to be
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coordinated or, at least, consistent.111 The breadth of sustainable develop-
ment, and the broad range of persons, businesses, and governmments
affected, means this is probably true of all sustainable development
objectives. Specificity reduces the likelihood of confusion or mis-
understanding about what the objectives are, and thus increases the
likelihood that they will be achieved.

Finally, international targets and timetables help ensure that
individual nations are working together and motivated by a common
objective. While national targets and timetables are also necessary,
particular countries or groups of countries cannot successfully address
global problems such as climate change or the loss of biodiversity by
themselves. If some major emitters of greenhouse gases reduce their
emissions, and other major emitters don’t reduce their emissions, it may
be impossible to prevent major climate change. The international
cooperation that comes with international targets and timetables may also
provide developed countries with opportunities to reduce compliance costs
and provide a means for developing countries to receive financial or
technical assistance.112

 

3. Demonstrating Commitment
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Goals are necessary to measure whether a particular effort
succeeds.113 Targets and timetables also provide a way of measuring
progress or lack of progress toward goals.114 Thus, an agreement to a
target and timetable is ordinarily a commitment to achieve it.115

International environmental law is like an incubator for operationalizing
sustainable development at the global or regional level. Within
international environmental law, there is a kind of fault line that separates
specific goals from all other goals. When a country agrees to adopt a
specific goal, it is essentially agreeing to achieve it. For legally binding
agreements, the reason is simple; failure to achieve a specific goal or
target would put a nation in noncompliance with the agreement.116 Failure
to comply with specific goals in nonbinding agreements subjects a country
to political penalties and other repercussions.117 Quantitative targets are so
significant that the United States ratified the Climate Change
Convention—because it did not contain quantitative and, therefore,
enforceable targets118—and filed reservations to portions of Agenda 21 (a
nonbinding agreement) that contained a quantitative goal.119 Thus,
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sustainable development goals requiring a specific achievement by a
specific date tend to matter more to national governments and the
international community. By demonstrating greater commitment, targets
and timetables are a way of providing additional credibility to decision
makers when they claim to be interested in moving toward
sustainability.120 

4. Giving Operational Meaning to Sustainable Development

Specific environmental and social goals also provide a way of
clarifying the real world meaning of sustainable development.  Much of
the criticism directed toward sustainable development is based on the
claim that it has multiple meanings and even, perhaps, no core meaning at
all.121 Sustainable development requires the integration of social,
economic, and environmental goals in decision making.122 But what,
specifically, are those social and environmental goals? Providing context-
specific answers to that question, for particular economic sectors, natural
resources, countries, or the world, would provide a more precise definition
of sustainable development. More basically, such goals would provide a
way of putting the sustainable development framework into effect. 

Another source of ambiguity is the tension between procedural
integration and substantive integration, particularly for the environment.123

At times, Agenda 21 and the other international texts suggest that
sustainable development requires the environment to simply be considered
in decision making processes (procedural integration), whatever the
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substantive outcome.124 At other times, the same texts suggest that
sustainable development requires not simply consideration of the
environment, but also the achievement of substantive environmental
goals.125 Because the transition to a sustainable society is likely to take at
least two generations (or fifty years),126 and because the substantive goals
required for sustainability are in many cases extremely challenging, it is
tempting to describe procedural integration as sustainable development.127

Specific, substantive environmental and social targets and timetables can
correct that tendency by providing a precise method for assessing claims
that particular activities are sustainable, and for measuring progress (or
lack of progress) in achieving sustainable development. In that way,
specific targets and timetables can give credibility, or added credibility, to
sustainable development. 

Targets and timetables, however, are not a substitute for the
conceptual framework provided by sustainable development. In fact, such
goals can and should be measured against the framework, as set forth in
the agreed international texts for sustainable development, including
Agenda 21 and relevant treaties. In addition, such goals can and should be
evaluated by the likelihood that they will achieve the purposes of
sustainable development))reversing environmental degradation, reducing
poverty, and reducing the gap between rich and poor.128 Still, targets and
timetables, if properly established, provide a specific and measurable way
of putting the conceptual framework into effect. 

5. Clarifying the Role of Law 
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Specific objectives are helpful because they clarify the role of legal
and policy instruments. In general, legal and policy instruments provide a
means of achieving specific objectives; the instruments themselves are not
the ends. As obvious as that sounds, a major problem with the
environmental debate in the United States is the extent to which specific
legal instruments have become associated with specific positions and
objectives. All too often, regulatory reinvention debates in the United
States are about economic instruments versus environmental regulation,
with relatively little specific discussion of other instruments.129 These
debates often sound like, and are, debates about less environmental
protection versus more environmental protection, even though specific
and substantive environmental goals are often not discussed. The means,
in other words, are all too often a stand-in for some unstated
environmental objective. This is an extremely confusing and unhelpful
way to proceed, and yet it happens all the time. When we can agree on
substantive environmental goals, it becomes reasonably clear that the
cheapest, most effective instruments will do just fine, regardless of what
they are.130 Successful implementation is more likely if decision makers
are willing to be both creative and flexible in understanding what legal
and policy tools are available, and in choosing the right mix of laws and
policies for their particular purposes. 

6. Achieving Long-Term Objectives Through Interim Goals

Achieving sustainable development is not a short-term objective.
The National Research Council’s conclusion that a transition to
sustainability is possible by 2050131 is a daunting statement about the
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length of the journey. This two-generation period is a realistic time frame
within which to set targets, attempt to change course, and measure success
or failure. Yet many environment and development stresses will become
much more challenging in this period.132 As already noted, moreover, a
transition toward sustainability is not the same thing as sustainability
itself. Achieving this transition would mean that, by 2050, the world
would be in the midst of a “gradual and continuous” shift from an
unsustainable society to a sustainable society.133 

While long-term objectives are important, they are fraught with
many difficulties. The obstacles they would overcome appear to be, and
often are, extremely challenging. As a result, they can dissuade people
from even trying to achieve them. Long-term objectives can also seem so
ambitious as to suggest that sustainable development is impossible. In
addition, long-term objectives are often beyond the time range that
decision makers are even willing to consider—beyond their retirement
date, beyond their political term of office, and beyond the immediate
problems they confront on a daily or weekly basis. For many issues, too,
we do not have a very good idea of what the final sustainable development
objective should be. The purpose of the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change, for instance, is “stabilization of
greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would
prevent dangerous anthropogenic [human caused] interference with the
climate system.”134 No one is particularly sure what that level is.  

Interim or short-term goals are a way of addressing these
difficulties. They divide a larger problem into smaller and (if the interim
goals are properly set) achievable pieces. They also help steer society in a
general direction even if the precise destination is not yet known. Thus,
the goal-setting process can result in interim goals, whether or not long-
term targets and timetables are also established. Interim goals also provide
an answer to the claim that sustainable development is impossible. By
achieving discrete goals, we can learn better how to address specific
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problems and gain the confidence and experience necessary to build on
initial achievements.

C. Implementing Mechanisms

Targets and timetables are useful only if they are effectively
implemented—if the targets and timetables are actually achieved.135

Monitoring and public reporting of progress (or lack of progress) toward
targets and timetables is one way to help ensure that they are met. Legal
mechanisms to ensure compliance are also important, and it is far from
clear that political commitments are an effective substitute for such
mechanisms.

1. Monitoring and Public Reporting

A widely recognized means of inducing desired environmental
outcomes is to require and publicly report information about specific
activities.136 Public reporting of releases of toxic chemicals into the
environment is required under the Emergency Planning and Community
Right-to-Know Act in the United States, for instance, even though the
releases themselves are likely to be legal.137 Public reporting of these
releases has led companies to significantly reduce the amount of these
chemicals released into the environment.138 As a consequence, the
implementation of goals should be accompanied by an effort to gather and
publicly disclose information that measures progress in meeting goals.139
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Specific goals, including public reporting of data concerning success or
failure in achieving goals, also provide a basis for resisting efforts to
undermine those goals by weakening implementation.140

2. Legal vs. Political Commitments

The appeal of placing targets and timetables into international
treaties is undeniable. The ratification process for a treaty, by which
individual countries agree to be bound under international law by its
provisions, helps ensure that countries take the commitments contained in
the treaty seriously and have the domestic legal means of implementing
it.141 Beyond that, a treaty may contain any number of mechanisms to
enhance the likelihood of compliance. These include regular meetings of
the conference of the parties; the use of technical bodies to resolve
scientific, technical, financial, and other issues; the required use of dispute
resolution mechanisms; procedural mechanisms to encourage parties to
come into compliance; financial assistance to developing countries to
assist their compliance; and even trade restrictions and sanctions. 

The challenge of international targets and timetables is that nations
may be unwilling to agree to be bound by them under international law,
and usually are. Benchmarks or measurable standards of environmental
performance are used on only a limited basis in international
environmental law.142 The relatively recent adoption of framework
conventions for biodiversity, climate, desertification, stratospheric ozone,
and other problems masks the reality that only one of these
conventions—stratospheric ozone—has resulted in effective and
widespread use of targets and timetables.  
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Targets and timetables contained in other agreements, particularly
plans of action adopted at international conferences, tend to lack most of
these compliance-inducing mechanisms. Ordinarily, these conferences or
meetings result in goals, an action plan to achieve those goals, and perhaps
a statement of principles. The lack of a treaty structure makes it
impossible to induce compliance through any kind of required procedure,
and thus such mechanisms are not used.143 While it is true that nations
negotiate such agreements, and give their assent to these agreements at
conferences, they are not subject to a ratification process and are not
legally binding. They are “soft law,” not “hard” or real law. Their effect, if
they have one, is primarily political, not legal.144 Still, there are reasons to
believe that nonbinding agreements may work to some degree. As already
suggested, the precision of even nonbinding targets and timetables sets
them apart from general goals or goals without timetables. Targets and
timetables are likely to have greater political importance than vaguer
objectives because it is possible to determine whether the targets have
been achieved or not.145 Internationally-established targets and timetables
can also be a focal point for international cooperation even when these
targets and timetables are not legally binding. Targets and timetables
directed at poverty, for instance, appear to have had some positive effect
in reducing global poverty.146 

Finally, whether binding or nonbinding, the achievement of targets
and timetables ordinarily requires some kind of institutional mechanism to
monitor and ensure compliance.147 For a treaty, this is likely to be the
secretariat or administrative body for the treaty. For nonbinding
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agreements, there often exist agreements to meet again in five years to
discuss progress, and a United Nations body may be obliged to monitor
and report on efforts in the meantime.

III. EXISTING INTERNATIONAL TARGETS AND TIMETABLES 

As a practical and legal matter, two sets of international targets and
timetables exist. One exists in treaties and protocols to those treaties and is
thus “hard” international law. The other exists principally in nonbinding
agreements reached at international conferences and is thus “soft”
international law.

A. “Hard” Targets and Timetables—Multilateral Environmental
Agreements

Some global environmental agreements include environmental
requirements or prohibitions that took effect at more or less the same time
that the agreement went into effect.148 Many more contain no
environmental standard that is specific enough for compliance to be
measured or judged.149 Only a few contain longer-term targets and
timetables. The most prominent of these, the Montreal Protocol and the
Kyoto Protocol, focus on specific chemicals.150 Specific targets for
reducing or eliminating the production of particular ozone-depleting
chemicals exist under the Montreal Protocol and various amendments to
that protocol. For developed countries, the 1987 Montreal Protocol and its
amendments require percentage reductions in production of specific
ozone-depleting substances by particular future dates.151 In general,
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developing countries get ten additional years to meet these deadlines.152

As the Montreal Protocol has been amended over the years more
substances have become subject to targets and timetables, and existing
targets and timetables have become more stringent.153 The Montreal
Protocol is widely regarded as a success story in international
environmental law because the targets and timetables set in the agreement
and its amendments have been met, and because the concentration of
ozone-depleting substances in the atmosphere appears to have been
reduced.154 The specificity of the agreement, its legal status, and the
mechanisms contained in the agreement to foster compliance are all part
of the explanation for this success. 

A second agreement is the Framework Convention on Climate
Change,155 which creates an international legal framework for the purpose
of stabilizing greenhouse gas concentrations “at a level that would prevent
dangerous anthropogenic [human caused] interference with the climate
system.”156 Among other things, developed countries and countries in
transition to a market economy agreed to “the aim of” reducing their
greenhouse gas emissions to 1990 levels by 2000.157 In 1997, at their
annual meeting in Kyoto, Japan, the parties signed a protocol containing
binding greenhouse gas emission limits for developed countries.158 The
Kyoto Protocol substitutes a target and timetable for the soft goal set in
the Convention. Under the Kyoto Protocol, developed countries agreed to
reduce their net emissions of six specific greenhouse gases by at least five
percent from 1990 levels by 2008-2012.159 The Protocol contains
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somewhat different commitments for individual developed countries; the
United States commitment is seven percent below 1990 levels.160 No
comparable commitment is included for developing countries. As the text
of the Protocol acknowledges, this reduction is only a first step; the
Conference of the Parties is to begin discussing commitments for
subsequent periods by 2005.161 According to the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change, much greater reductions are needed to stabilize
atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse gases at current levels, or even
at higher levels.162 This conclusion, moreover, applies to emissions from
both developed and developing countries.163 In 2001, parties to the
Climate Change Convention agreed to a set of detailed rules for
implementing the Kyoto Protocol.164 Also in 2001, President George W.
Bush announced that the United States would not become a party to the
Kyoto Protocol.165 Still, in the fall of 2002, it appeared that the Kyoto
Protocol would take effect even without United States participation.166
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B. “Soft” Targets and Timetables

Targets and timetables have also, and more frequently, been
established in international agreements at major conferences or at United
Nations (“UN”) General Assembly meetings. These include, but are
certainly not limited to, conferences that focus on environment or
sustainable development; in fact, many relevant targets and timetables are
missed by focusing on the environment alone. Unlike the targets and
timetables contained in treaties, targets and timetables agreed at
international conferences are not legally binding. However, a review of
such agreements since 1990 suggests that these agreements are becoming
both more numerous and more realistic. It also suggests that it is harder to
reach ambitious agreements on environmental targets and timetables than
on targets and timetables that are more traditionally labeled as social. 

1. International Conferences of the Early and Mid-1990s

A series of conferences in the 1990s, focusing variously on
education, children, environment, human rights, population, social
development, and women, resulted in a series of targets and timetables for
meeting human needs. The plan of action adopted at the 1990 World
Summit for Children,167 for instance, includes a series of goals for the year
2000, including universal access to safe drinking water, universal access
to sanitary means of human waste disposal, reducing “severe and
moderate malnutrition among under-5 children by one half of 1990
levels,”168 reducing maternal mortality rates to half of 1990 levels,
reducing under-five child mortality rates by one-third of 1990 levels,
reducing adult illiteracy to half of 1990 levels, and completion of primary
school by eighty percent of children.169 In 1995, at the World Summit on
Social Development, countries agreed to eradicate poverty through a
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variety of measures, although countries did not set a date for doing so.170

At the World Food Summit in 1996, the international community agreed
to reduce “the number of undernourished people to half their present level
no later than 2015.”171  Additional conferences set goals for housing,
employment, and other issues concerning human needs.172

Agenda 21, the plan of action that emerged from the 1992 Earth
Summit, reaffirms prior commitments from the World Summit for
Children and other agreements.173 Agenda 21 specifies a broad range of
actions for sustainable development that need to be undertaken by
governmental and nongovermental actors for virtually all natural
resources and economic sectors.174 It does not, however, contain any new
targets or timetables for environment of the kind described above for
health, hunger, or education.175 The UN Commission on Sustainable
Development was established to review progress in implementing Agenda
21 at the national level, to enhance the dialogue concerning sustainable
development, and to make “appropriate recommendations to the General
Assembly.”176 It has been neither willing nor able to develop or
recommend targets and timetables for environmental matters.177 In 1997,
at its five-year review of progress since the Earth Summit, the General
Assembly added one time-bound objective. By 2002, “the formulation and
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elaboration of national strategies for sustainable development . . . should
be completed in all countries.”178 

2. Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development’s
Shaping the 21st Century Report 

In 1996, the Development Assistance Committee of the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (“OECD”)
issued a report entitled Shaping the 21st Century: The Contribution of
Development Co-operation.179 This report has had a seminal effect on the
development and implementation of international targets and timetables.180

The report states that a “higher quality of life for all people is the goal of
sustainable development.” While many goals have been established at
international conferences, “a few specific goals will help to clarify the
vision of a higher quality of life for all people, and will provide guideposts
against which progress toward that vision can be measured.”181 Toward
that end, the report proposes a global partnership directed at six goals,
which it states are both important in their own right and useful proxies for
other developmental goals.182 While these goals are ambitious, the report
states that they are also achievable:183

Economic well-being:
• a reduction by one-half in the proportion of people

living in extreme poverty by 2015.

Social development:
• universal primary education for all countries by 2015;
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• demonstrated progress toward gender equality and the
empowerment of women by eliminating gender
disparity in primary and secondary education by 2005;

• a reduction by two-thirds in the mortality rates for
infants and children under age five and a reduction by
three-fourths in maternal mortality, all by 2015;

• access through the primary health care system to
reproductive health services for all individuals of
appropriate ages as soon as possible and no later than
the year 2015. 

Environmental sustainability and regeneration:
• the current implementation of national strategies for

sustainable development in all countries by 2005, so as
to ensure that current trends in the loss of
environmental resources are effectively reversed at both
global and national levels by 2015.184 

The economic goal for reducing extreme poverty by half by 2015 is

both less ambitious and more ambitious than the 1995 goal of eradicating
all poverty; it would only reduce extreme poverty by half, but a time
period is specified. The social development goals are similar to those
stated in earlier international agreements, except that the 2015 date is
almost a generation later than the previously stated 2000 goal.185 The
environmental target, OECD explains, is based on the Earth Summit
understanding that economic and social progress “depends critically on
the preservation of the natural resource base and limitation of
environmental degradation.”186 Thus, the environmental target is explained
as deriving from the Earth Summit agreements, including Agenda 21,187

even though it is nowhere stated in Agenda 21 or other Earth Summit
agreements. The report emphasizes that these targets and timetables
cannot be achieved without the simultaneous achievement of less
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measurable objectives—“more stable, safe, participatory and just
societies,”188 including “capacity development for effective, democratic
and accountable governance, the protection of human rights and respect
for the rule of law.”189

Much of the importance of this report derives from its authors. The
OECD represents the developed countries, and the Development
Assistance Committee’s member countries provide roughly $60 billion
annually in official development assistance.190  Thus, the report states
goals that developed countries appeared to be willing to support
financially.191 In 2000, the World Bank, International Monetary Fund,
OECD, and the Secretary-General of the United Nations endorsed these
goals.192

3. Millennium Declaration

In late 2000, “at the dawn of a new millennium,”193 the UN
General Assembly adopted a resolution setting forth “key objectives.”194

These objectives fall into broad categories: security, development,
environment, human rights, democracy and good governance, protection
for children and other vulnerable people, meeting Africa’s needs, and
strengthening the United Nations.195 With two principal exceptions, these
objectives are stated in qualitative terms. For development and poverty
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eradication, however, the Millennium Declaration sets out specific targets
and timetables: 

•
to halve by 2015, “the proportion of the world’s people

whose income is less than one dollar a day;” 
• to halve by 2015 “the “proportion of people who suffer

from hunger;”
• to halve by 2015 “the proportion of people who are

unable to reach or to afford safe drinking water;” 
• to ensure that by 2015 “children everywhere, boys and

girls alike, will be able to complete a full course of
primary schooling and that girls and boys will have
equal access to all levels of education;” 

• to reduce “maternal mortality by three-quarters” of its
2000 rate by 2015, and to reduce “under-five child
mortality by two-thirds” of its 2000 rate by 2015;

• to halt and have begun to reverse, by 2015, “the spread
of HIV/AIDS, the scourge of malaria and other major
diseases that afflict humanity;”

•  to “provide special assistance to children orphaned   by
HIV/AIDS;”

•  to achieve “a significant improvement in the lives    of
at least 100 million slum dwellers” by 2020.196

For the environment, the Declaration contains one target and

timetable: “To make every effort to ensure the entry into force of the
Kyoto Protocol, preferably by the tenth anniversary” of the 1992 Earth
Summit.197 

OECD’s Shaping the 21st Century report had a considerable effect
on the Declaration, but the General Assembly deleted some objectives and
added others. Four of the six goals stated in that report are contained, in
similar or identical form, in the Millennium Declaration: poverty
reduction, education, gender equality in education, and reversing maternal
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and child mortality.198 Two goals were omitted: access to reproductive
health services and reversal of current negative environmental trends.199 In
their stead, five new targets and timetables were added. These are
reducing hunger, reversing the spread of HIV/AIDS and other major
diseases, assisting children orphaned by HIV/AIDS, improving the lives
of slum dwellers, and attempting to ensure that the Kyoto Protocol goes
into effect in 2002.200  

The Millennium Declaration thus increased the number of goals,
and expanded and increased the ambitiousness of the social goals, but
reduced the ambitiousness of the environmental goals.201

4. Doha and Monterrey

Trade and foreign assistance are essential ingredients for
sustainable development. The World Trade Organization’s ministerial
meeting in Doha, Qatar in November 2001 and the International
Conference on Financing for Development in Monterrey, Mexico in
March 2002 resulted in agreements that also influenced outcomes in
Johannesburg.202 

The ministerial declaration that emerged from Doha, which is
widely viewed as moving international trade negotiations closer to the
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interests and needs of developing countries,203 sets a different type of
target and timetable. It commits countries to negotiations on nineteen
specified issues, which are scheduled to conclude January 1, 2005.204

These issues include trade distorting agricultural subsidies, intellectual
property rights when developing countries need access to patented drugs
to combat public health crises, reductions in fisheries subsidies, and
“enhancing the mutual supportiveness of trade and environment.”205 These
are different from the targets in the Millennium Declaration because,
while there is certainly a timetable for concluding negotiations, they are
simply issues to be discussed or general objectives.206 

At the Monterrey Conference on Financing for Development,
countries agreed that there were already “dramatic shortfalls in resources
required” for the Millennium Declaration goals established less than two
years earlier, as well as other internationally agreed goals.207 They called
on developed countries that provide relatively little official development
assistance (“ODA”) to “make concrete efforts towards the target of 0.7 per
cent of gross national product (“GNP”) as ODA to developing
countries.”208 Countries also agreed to make ODA more effective.209

Recognizing that ODA by itself is not a sufficient basis for development,
countries also made a number of commitments to sound governance as
well as trade with, and direct investment in, developing countries.210

Finally, countries agreed to support a “global information campaign” that
includes an annual report on financing for, and progress in achieving, the
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Millennium Declaration goals as well as other internationally agreed
development goals.211 As a result of Monterrey, many countries increased
their ODA commitments.212

5. Johannesburg Plan of Implementation

The purpose of the WSSD was to review actions taken to foster
sustainable development in the ten years since the Earth Summit, to
reinvigorate efforts to achieve sustainable development, and to “focus on
action-oriented decisions in areas where further efforts are needed.”213

Thus, the idea was not to renegotiate Agenda 21, the Earth Summit plan of
action, but to make further progress in implementing it. The Plan of
Implementation agreed to at the WSSD is the principle negotiated
document for doing so.214  More than 30 targets and timetables are
contained in the Plan of Implementation.215  
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The Plan of Implementation describes poverty eradication “as the
greatest global challenge facing the world today and an indispensable
requirement for sustainable development.”216 That emphasis is reflected in
the plan’s specific reaffirmation of every target and timetable contained in
the Millennium Declaration.  

The Johannesburg Plan of Implementation also contains the
following new targets and timetables:

• to halve by 2015 “the proportion of people who do not
have access to basic sanitation;”217

• to develop “integrated water resources management and
water efficiency plans by 2005;"218

• to improve developing country access “to affordable,
accessible, cost-effective, safe and environmentally
sound alternatives to ozone-depleting substances by
2010;"219

• to have states take “immediate steps to make progress
in the formulation and elaboration of national strategies
for sustainable development and begin their
implementation by 2005.”220

In some cases, countries were unable to agree on specific,

categorical targets and timetables, and settled on softer language. Thus,
countries did not agree to reduce unsustainable production and
consumption in specific ways; they agreed to encourage and support a ten-
year work plan “of regional and national initiatives to accelerate the shift
towards sustainable consumption and production . . . .”221 They agreed to
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“substantially increase the global share of renewable energy sources,”222

but not to a date or a percentage share. Countries agreed only to “[aim] . . .
to achieve, by 2020, that chemicals are used and produced in ways that
lead to the minimization of significant adverse effects on human health
and the environment.”223 Instead of setting a hard deadline for the
restoration of depleted fish stocks, countries agreed to do so “on an urgent
basis and where possible not later than 2015.”224 The Plan of
Implementation notes that “achievement by 2010 of a significant
reduction in the current rate of loss of biological diversity” would require
new funding, technical resources, and a variety of actions at all levels;225 it
does not commit to that goal. Countries agreed to “[p]hase out lead in
lead-based paints and in other sources of human exposure,”226 but not to a
date for achieving that result.227 

In addition, many important outcomes are not stated as targets and
timetables. For instance, countries agreed to “[e]nhance corporate
environmental and social responsibility and accountability” through
various means.228 They also agreed to ask the Global Environment
Facility, which funds sustainable development activities in developing
countries under certain conventions, to make activities under the
Desertification Convention “a focal area” of its funding.229 The Plan
recognizes that significant new financial resources will be needed to
implement these commitments. It does not contain new commitments,
though; it refers to prior commitments made, for example, in the
Monterrey Conference on Financing for Development, and encourages
countries to increase existing commitments.230 Countries reaffirmed their
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commitment to the Commission on Sustainable Development as the
international entity to review progress toward sustainable development
(including progress under the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation). The
Commission has not proven to be particularly effective at inducing
countries to address poverty or environmental degradation. In
Johannesburg, countries noted that the Commission needs to add more
value to the implementation process by, among other things, focusing
more on actions that enable sustainable development and on identifying
both obstacles and means of overcoming them.231 

IV. STATUS ASSESSMENT AFTER WSSD 

More targets and timetables now exist than were in place
immediately after the 1992 Earth Summit. There are also somewhat better
implementation mechanisms. This is true of both “hard” and “soft”
targets. Except in a few cases, it is too early to pronounce success or
failure. But the movement over the past decade toward targets, timetables,
and effective implementation mechanisms is positive for sustainable
development. 

A. Progress Under “Hard” Law

There are a few more targets under international law than there
were after the Earth Summit. The Montreal Protocol has been amended
numerous times since 1992, including the addition of some new ozone
depleting substances. But the major addition to targets and timetables
under international law has been the Kyoto Protocol.  
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These targets and timetables plainly have priority over soft law
commitments as well as nonquantifiable commitments contained in
treaties and protocols. Some of this is due to their status under
international law, and some is due to their enforceable or measurable
nature. They provide a very specific operational understanding of what
movement toward sustainable development means in specific contexts,
and the legal mechanisms contained in treaties and protocols facilitate
achievement of the targets and timetables themselves. Even where there
has been controversy over specific targets and timetables, and which
countries should be bound by them, as in the case of the Kyoto Protocol,
targets and timetables provide a focal point about how ambitious the first
set of commitments should be, and which countries should be subject to
them.232 

Stratospheric ozone depletion and climate change are reasonable
international priorities. Both involve significant economic, environmental,
and social consequences at the global level.233 The process of establishing
targets and timetables has gone a long way toward clarifying specific
objectives as well as the legal and policy mechanisms needed to achieve
them.234 They have thus helped operationalize what sustainable
development means in two specific contexts and provided lessons that
might be applied to other contexts. They have also, however inadvertently,
sharpened the difference between rhetorical commitment and actual
commitment.235  For stratospheric ozone, there exists a broad consensus
among developed and developing countries, and most countries have
agreed to be legally bound. For climate change, the broad scientific
consensus represented by the reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change is not mirrored on the political stage, even among
developed countries. While most developed countries appear willing to
ratify the Kyoto Protocol, the United States is not.236 Despite United States
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protests that it is engaged on the climate change issue, United States
unwillingness to commit to Kyoto, or even a Kyoto-like target, suggests
that a value of legally binding targets and timetables is that they smoke
out who is really committed to sustainable development and who is not. 

On the value of interim targets, the record is also mixed. On one
hand, the Montreal Protocol process involves phasing out production of
ozone depleting substances, often in several stages.237 The Kyoto Protocol
target would be the first in a series of steps toward reducing greenhouse
gas emissions. Because the job of stabilizing greenhouse gas
concentrations in the atmosphere at a safe level appears daunting or even
impossible, the Kyoto targets can be understood as part of the learning
curve and as confidence-building measures for a more ambitious
subsequent effort. Yet it can be argued that United States greenhouse gas
emissions through the 1990s increased so much as to make compliance
with the Kyoto Protocol impossible.238  While the United States can be
blamed for not taking the issue seriously, some have argued that Kyoto is
simply too ambitious for the United States.239 

Moreover, short-term or interim targets and timetables, such as
those established in the Kyoto Protocol, can also be a basis for
misunderstanding.240 Critics of the Kyoto Protocol, for instance, have
treated it as a stand-alone agreement, asserting that its costs and benefits
should be measured without reference to the targets and timetables that
need to be set subsequently.  Because the emissions reduction is relatively
small (compared to what needs to be done) and because developing
countries are not included, this argument goes, the benefits of the Protocol
are relatively small.241 Of course, the Kyoto Protocol is only a step toward
the Convention’s ultimate objective—stabilization of greenhouse gas
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concentrations at a safe level. But the long-term objective is abstract at
present because there is no date by which stabilization at a specific
concentration is to be achieved.242 So it is possible, at least in countries
like the United States, for opponents to successfully argue against a short-
term goal by ignoring the longer-term objective. 

For both regimes, monitoring and public reporting have been
helpful. Even under the Climate Change Convention, the national
obligation to annually report net greenhouse gas emissions has provided a
much more informed basis for debate and problem solving concerning
greenhouse gas emissions than that which existed before such reporting
was conducted.243  The stratospheric ozone experience suggests that other
implementation mechanisms, including those that foster compliance and
provide financial assistance to developing countries, can also play a
significant role in ensuring achievement of targets and timetables.244 For
climate change, it is too early to say, except that the Kyoto Protocol was
developed with the stratospheric ozone experience firmly in mind.245 

B. Progress Under “Soft” Law

More progress toward targets and timetables has occurred in
nonbinding commitments, including but not limited to the Johannesburg
Plan of Implementation.246 There also appears to be a stronger
commitment to monitoring and publicly reporting progress. The lack of
compliance-enhancing mechanisms, however, creates a serious possibility
that these targets and timetables will not be met. 

Some of the social goals contained in the Millennium Declaration
and reaffirmed at WSSD cover the same subjects as those contained in
other international conferences around the time of the Earth Summit.
These include access to safe drinking water, access to sanitation, reducing
malnutrition, reducing maternal mortality, reducing child mortality, and
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completion of primary school.247 Targets are to be achieved by 2015,
however, instead of the 2000 date stated for most in the early 1990s.
These targets are also less ambitious in other ways. Instead of providing
universal access to safe drinking water and sanitation, for instance, the
current target is to reduce the number of people who lack access to
drinking water and sanitation by half.248 On the other hand, some social
and environmental goals are new. These include halting and reversing the
spread of HIV/AIDS, assisting HIV/AIDS orphans, developing water
resources and efficiency plans, ensuring that the Kyoto Protocol goes into
effect, and implementing national sustainable development strategies.249 

The greater number of targets and timetables represents movement
“in the right direction.”250 As a practical matter, these targets and
timetables will tend to be given priority over other issues on which there is
no particular objective and no particular deadline.251 These objectives thus
respond, in part, to the claim that sustainable development tries to do too
much at once.252 In some cases, too, such as the ten-year work plan for
sustainable production and consumption, the Johannesburg Plan of
Implementation should clarify the ways in which sustainable production
and consumption can be achieved. In this and other ways, such goals
move sustainable development from rhetoric toward reality, helping to
operationalize it. The increase in targets and timetables gives a much
sharper focus to the international community’s current understanding of
the operational meaning of sustainable development. Moreover, meeting
these targets and timetables would plainly move the world’s people closer
to sustainability. Because the legal means needed to achieve these
goals—at either the national or international level—were not specified, it
is reasonably clear that particular laws would be means to achieving these
goals and not ends in themselves. 

The specific priorities represented in these targets and timetables
are also reasonable. It is true that the global antipoverty agenda coming
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out of WSSD is broader and in some respects more ambitious than the
global environmental agenda.253 But poverty alleviation is important for
humanitarian reasons.254 Expanded prosperity can also reduce political
instability and even some forms of environmental degradation. Beyond
that, a long-term global effort to protect and restore the environment is
unlikely to succeed unless developed countries seriously address
poverty.255 In addition, the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation contains
environmental objectives that are of critical importance to human health,
environmental protection, and economic development in developing
countries; the water supply and sanitation goals are the two most
prominent examples.256

It can be argued that the number of targets and timetables,
particularly for environmental objectives, should have been greater. Two
priorities identified by the National Research Council—stabilizing human
population and protecting the earth’s natural resource base—are not
directly addressed in the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation.257 The
OECD proposal “to ensure that current trends in the loss of environmental
resources are effectively reversed at both global and national levels by
2015”258 is broader and more ambitious than anything established or
affirmed in Johannesburg. Perhaps the OECD target is both too broad and
too ambitious. The division of the global antipoverty agenda into more
specific goals for hunger, income, education, and other subjects may
suggest the wisdom of dividing the global environmental agenda into
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more specific goals. For both social and environmental goals, more
specific targets and timetables are easier to discuss and more measurable.
But the specific Johannesburg targets and timetables, taken together, do
not add up to anything roughly equivalent to the OECD proposal or the
National Research Council priorities. They cover a narrower set of issues,
and in many cases the target-and-timetable language has been diluted by
qualifiers. 

More ambitious and specific goals were proposed and rejected.
The Draft Plan of Implementation adopted at the last preparatory meeting
before WSSD included a number of issues on which some nations had not
yet reached agreement.259 The bracketed text of the Draft Plan indicates
governmental proposals to which all countries had not agreed. These
proposals are indicative of the more ambitious nature of proposed targets
and timetables that were not, but could have been, adopted at WSSD.
There were proposals, for example, to increase the global share of
renewable energy “to at least 15 percent of the total primary energy supply
by 2010,”260 to have countries adopt timetables for “phasing out energy
subsidies which inhibit sustainable development,”261 to put measures in
place by 2010 to halt the loss of biodiversity or significantly reduce
biodiversity loss by 2010.262 At the same time, nongovernmental
organizations were circulating other proposed targets and timetables.263

From an environmental perspective, the rejection of these more
ambitious targets and timetables is disappointing. The rejection of such
goals can be seen as reflecting a lack of commitment by the international
community, at least as to those particular goals. Those looking for a silver
lining here, however, do not have far to look. The debate has moved from
rhetoric and generalizations into proposals for specific results by specific
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dates, and this debate did not end in Johannesburg. Targets and timetables
exist at the regional and national level, as evidenced, for example, by the
European Union’s sustainable development strategy. Experience with such
targets and timetables, as well as those adopted or affirmed in
Johannesburg, will no doubt inform future discussions about targets and
timetables. This is particularly true because there will likely be future
international conferences at which the targets and timetables contained in
the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation will be reviewed and perhaps
modified.264 

Many of these targets and timetables can also be seen as interim
points on a road toward more ambitious objectives. The National Research
Council, for instance, has suggested that hunger be reduced by half by a
specific date, and then by half again by another date.265 Thus, meeting the
2015 goal may lead to another set of goals for a future date. This could
also be true of certain more environmentally based goals.  

The willingness of countries to monitor and assess progress after
Johannesburg is also positive. Another indication of greater efforts to
monitor progress toward agreed international goals is contained in the
2002 human development report issued by the United Nations
Development Programme (“UNDP”), which contains a country-by-
country assessment of progress toward the Millennium Declaration
goals.266 According to the UNDP report, fifty-five countries representing
twenty-three percent of the world’s population are on track to meet at least
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three-fourths of the Millennium Declaration goals.267 Another thirty-one
countries, with thirty-three percent of the world’s population, are on track
to meet at least half of these goals.268 At least thirty-three countries, with
twenty-six percent of the world’s population, now appear likely to meet
less than half of the Millennium Declaration goals.269 The report provides
an assessment of whether each country has achieved a particular goal, is
on track to achieve it, is behind, or is far behind in making progress
toward achieving it.270 A key finding is that “the targets for poverty,
HIV/AIDS and maternal mortality cannot be monitored directly with
current international data.”271 A similar type of monitoring process will be
needed after Johannesburg for the additional targets and timetables
established in the Plan of Implementation. In addition, it will be necessary
to ensure that national and international data is developed to accurately
and fully assess and measure progress toward these goals on a national
and international basis. 

A key question, suggested by the UNDP report, is whether the
international targets and timetables stated in the Johannesburg Plan of
Implementation will also be understood as national goals, or even as
relevant to national goals.272 

As a practical matter, international targets and timetables will
mean little unless the same or similar targets and timetables are also
adopted at the national level (and at state, provincial, and local levels
within a nation). National governments, after all, generally have the
sovereign right to make decisions about what occurs within their
boundaries. Yet national targets and timetables are not a substitute for
international targets and timetables. The environmental and poverty
problems that sustainable development addresses are international in scale
and require coordinated international effort. 
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While agreement to the Plan of Implementation at Johannesburg
did not legally bind any country, the intensity of the negotiations over
targets and timetables suggests that each country made some kind of
assessment about whether the goals were at least capable of being
achieved within its boundaries.273 It is certainly possible, however, for a
country to understand an international target and timetable as an aggregate
objective that is not specifically applicable to it. This is particularly true if
it perceives an economic disadvantage from achieving the target, or a
short-term competitive advantage from failing to achieve the goal. The
tracking system contained in the UNDP report finesses the question of
national commitment by assessing and publicly reporting progress,
whatever the level of national commitment may be.274 Such a tracking and
reporting system would reward the leaders and, at a minimum, oblige the
laggards to explain why they are behind. It might also put pressure on all
countries to find ways to help the lagging countries get back on track. 

Another dimension to the national responsibility issue is the
applicability of the Johannesburg targets and timetables to developed
countries. While some of the UNDP’s analysis of Millennium Declaration
goals focuses on developed countries, the country-by-country assessment
excludes developed countries.275 The antipoverty focus of the Millennium
Declaration may provide an explanation, because developed countries by
definition lack the severe poverty problem of developing countries. Yet
the more encompassing goals of the Johannesburg Plan of
Implementation, including the commitment to be implementing a national
sustainable development strategy by 2005, indicate their applicability to
both developed and developing countries.276 While the European Union
recognizes this goal,277 it is not clear that the United States does. Prior to
Johannesburg, the George W. Bush administration consistently treated
sustainable development as a foreign policy matter, not a domestic policy
matter.278 The tracking and public reporting system for the Johannesburg
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targets and timetables will be neither credible nor effective if it excludes
developed countries. 

Significantly, as in Rio in 1992, realization of ambitious goals will
require the transfer of money, technology, and capacity from developed to
developing countries.279 It is certainly true that national governance in
many countries needs to be made more effective, both to reduce the need
for aid and to increase the likelihood that aid will be used effectively. But
improving governance does not guarantee the availability of resources to
meet these goals. While trade can reduce the need for aid, trade does not
automatically lead to public infrastructure and is limited to a relatively
small number of developing countries.280 Thus, there is no way to avoid
providing additional aid to developing countries if the goals adopted in
Johannesburg are to be met. The shortfall in such assistance after Rio was
a major contributor to the Earth Summit’s failure to achieve more
progress. Although there were some hopeful signs at Monterrey, funding
commitments will need to be maintained over a long time.281 

The question of funding underscores the dividing line between
agreements that are legally binding and those that are not. At day’s end,
the agreements that countries truly take seriously are those to which they
are legally bound. From this perspective, the most worrisome aspect of
Johannesburg is not the specific inadequacies of the agreement itself, but
rather the form of the agreement; it is not legally binding, period. It also
lacks the kind of compliance-enhancing legal procedures that exist, say, in
the stratospheric ozone regime. Quite plainly, as the Doha agreement
indicates, the hard law regime administered by the World Trade
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Organization will continue to influence the course of world progress
toward (or away from) sustainability.282 

V. CONCLUSION: THE ROAD AHEAD

Several broad lessons emerge from this analysis. First, and most
obviously, very few targets and timetables exist in formal international
law. This can be understood as a reflection of the international
community’s reluctance at this point to make legally binding
commitments to specific outcomes. While the stratospheric ozone regime
is considered successful, it appears to be the only global model of a
targets-and-timetables regime that has actually worked. Efforts to
establish and implement targets and timetables under other treaties, such
as the Climate Change Convention, are at such an early stage that it is
difficult to draw conclusions. 

This suggests the need for greater reliance, at least for the
foreseeable future, on soft law systems like that contained in the
Johannesburg Plan of Implementation. It is precisely because such
agreements are not legally binding that they are easier to reach. They also
make it possible for countries to decide what their priorities should be
without worrying about the consequences of entering a legally binding
agreement. Moreover, specific targets and timetables are a little “harder”
than vaguer agreements because adherence to these agreements can be
monitored and measured. While a variety of international cooperative
activities can be built around such targets and timetables, it is also
possible that they will lead to legally binding agreements in the form of
treaties or protocols. Another possibility is that they will not achieve
anything, and that they will be seen as more sophisticated forms of mere
rhetorical commitment; only time will tell.

Second, the processes for developing both binding and nonbinding
targets and timetables are iterative; that is, countries or parties meet on a
continuing basis to discuss a particular issue or set of issues, review
progress, and decide what should be done next. The continuing nature of
the problem-solving discussion involves social learning about what has
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worked and has not worked, modification of objectives in light of new
information or changes, and (one hopes) more effective and intensive
efforts toward achieving these targets and timetables. 

Third, if the past decade and the negotiations about targets and
timetables in the run-up to Johannesburg are any indication, there will
likely be growing interest in targets and timetables over the next decade.
This greater interest will likely lead to more such targets and timetables,
and modification or elaboration of existing targets and timetables.

Fourth, the growing use of international targets and timetables
needs to be replicated at the national level. While international targets and
timetables can put pressure on national governments to adopt the same or
similar objectives, national governments must ultimately make that
decision. The national decision to ratify a treaty or protocol containing
targets and timetables is effectively a decision to achieve those objectives.
But the decision to vote for a nonbinding agreement may or may not
indicate national commitment to meeting the targets and timetables it
contains. The Johannesburg agreement that countries be implementing
national sustainable development strategies by 2005 underscores the
importance of national targets and timetables. 

Fifth, the likelihood that many targets and timetables will continue
to be not legally binding means that more creative and effective efforts are
needed to induce compliance with such agreements. A global reporting
effort on developed and developing country progress relevant to existing
targets and timetables, similar to the UNDP=s recent report on the
Millennium Declaration goals, would be extremely helpful, and may be
forthcoming after Johannesburg. Continued nongovernmental efforts at
global283 and national reporting284 on progress are also necessary. All of
these are useful, but they are probably not enough by themselves.   

Sixth, the targets and timetables reached in Johannesburg will
mean little in either the short or long term if people living in democratic
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285 The war against terrorism is another distracting factor, even though sustainable

development is based  in part on peace and security.  
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countries throughout the world are unwilling or unable to communicate
their support for these targets and timetables to their elected leaders. This
is both obvious and difficult. Obvious, because this is how democracies
are supposed to work. Difficult, because of widespread public skepticism
about the effectiveness and responsiveness of national governments,
enhanced in this case by skepticism about sustainable development
itself.285 While targets and timetables are a direct response to skepticism
about sustainable development based on its claimed fuzziness, they may
not be able to overcome skepticism based on the claim that it can’t be
done. The challenge for both the public and elected leaders is to recognize
the self-fulfilling aspect to the claim that sustainable development cannot
be achieved. If we believe that sustainable development cannot happen,
then it will not; if we believe that sustainable development can happen,
then it likely will. Targets and timetables focus the quest for sustainability
on discrete, achievable tasks, and thus should—and hopefully
will—provide a means of overcoming the claim that sustainable
development cannot be done. 

Finally, this Article indicates that the conceptual framework
provided by sustainable development is not the same as the political
commitment needed to achieve it. Nor does the merit of the framework
depend on the extent to which it has been successful in persuading people
and organizations over the past decade to adopt it. Like all major changes,
sustainable development will require time and concerted effort to come to
fruition in the real world. But this effort is essential because there is no
alternative to addressing global poverty and environmental degradation.
The challenge is not to simply identify the missing pieces in the
framework; the challenge is to fill them in. Targets, timetables, and
effective implementation mechanisms need to be part of this effort. 
 

 
 


