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1 Introduction 

 

Sustainable Development is a concept that was formulated by the World Commission on 

Environmental and Development (WCED) 1987 commonly known as the Brundtland Report 

1987.
1
 The commission defined sustainable development as, „….the ability to make development 

sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs.
2
 Furthermore, promoting resources of the earth into 

consideration and hereby respects the planetary boundaries.
3 

 

Sustainable development evolved with the need to balance environmental protection alongside 

economic growth as without an enabling and conducive environment, there would be no real 

development in terms of economic growth which would translate to human development. The 

2002 World Summit on sustainable development adopted a declaration and an action plan known 

as the Declaration on sustainable development and the plan of implementation and identified 

three interdependent and mutually reinforcing pillars of sustainable development comprising of 

economic development, social development and environmental protection.
4
  

 

This has in turn in terms of implementation obligated governments to think in somewhat 

different terms on the social, political and economic choices to make, what weight should be 

given; to natural resource exploitation over nature protection, to industrial development over the 

air and water quality, to land-use development over conservation of forests and wet lands, to 

energy consumption over the risks of climate change. 

 

In fact, Birnie observed that the choices to be made may result in wide diversities of policy and 

interpretation.
5
  The first UNDP Human Development Report published in 1990 stated that the 

basic objective of development is to create an enabling environment for people to enjoy long, 

healthy and creative lives.
6
 According to the Human Development Report 2001, people are the 

real wealth of nations.
7
  Sustainable development in a nutshell is a way of organizing society so 

that it can exist in the long term and this involves taking into account both the imperatives 

present and those of the future such as the preservation of the environment and natural resources 

or social and economic equity.
8
 Where the environment is degraded without adequate 

accountability, development particularly, human development would be the worst for it.  
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To this end, the paper considers the concept of sustainable development alongside with human 

development in the first part of the investigation. The second part looks at the relationship 

between these two concepts. Part three examines the sustainable development goals and its 

impact on human development. Part four discusses the legal implication of sustainable 

development and part 5 deals with conclusion and   recommendations. 

 

2. The relational basis between the Concept of Sustainable Development and Human 

Development 
  

A. Sustainable Development 

Sustainable development is an approach to development which uses resources in a way that 

allow resources to continue for others.
9
 Sustainable development is simply defined as 

development that meets the needs of the present, without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs.
10

 This simply means that sustainable development relates to 

the concept and the organizing principle for meeting human development goals while at the same 

time sustaining the ability of natural systems to provide the natural resources and ecosystem 

services upon which the economy and society depends.  

Agenda 21 of the 1972 Stockholm refers to the concept of sustainable development in its 

preamble on the need for a global partnership for sustainable development and it is noted that 

most of its provisions, together with the principles laid down in the Rio Declaration are intended 

to promote implementation of the concept.
11

 The preamble lays the platform for sustainable 

development efforts by recognizing the critical role of environmental sustainability in shaping 

policies and actions towards a more balanced and sustainable future.
12

 Thus, it aims at achieving 

social progress, environmental equilibrium and economic growth.
13

 Ikaga., et al., states that in 

meeting the demands of sustainable development, emphasis should be made on the need to move 

away from harmful socio-economic activities and engage in activities that have positive 

environmental, economic and social impacts.
14

This is because of the fact that on a daily basis, 
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population keeps increasing while natural resources available for the satisfaction of human needs 

and wants do not.
15

 

B. Human Development  

Human Development is said to refer to creating through action at policy level, the condition for 

facilitating sustainable human development such as appropriate education, health, material 

wellbeing, participation, social empowerment etc.
16

  

Human development is defined as a process of expanding options as everyday a human being 

makes series of economic, social, political and cultural choices.
17

 Human Development is about 

humans flourishing in the fullest sense in matters of public, private economic, social, political 

and spiritual
18

. This is expanded to embrace all aspect of human progress ranging from health to 

economic and political liberties. It is also stated that human development is about the expansion 

of people‟s choices. The central theme of human development is on the freedom for wellbeing 

and focuses on what people are free to do and what they do.
19

 

According to Miahai-Marcel Neag,
20

 human development can be defined as a process of 

expanding options every day. Human development is also seen as the process of enlarging 

people‟s freedoms and opportunities and improving their well-being.
21

 It is further stated to be 

about the real freedom ordinary people have to decide who to be, what to be, what to do and how 

to live. He further alludes to the fact that a human being makes a series of economic, social, 

political and cultural choices and the ultimate goal of human development is not create to wealth 

or achieve greater economic growth but to create an avenue for the expansion for choices for 

every human being.  

Significantly, people‟s choices expand when they gain more abilities and enjoy more 

opportunities to use these skills. This is extended to mean that human development focuses on 

opportunities to make choices which presuppose that people have to participate in different 

decision-making processes, implementing these decisions and monitoring them.
22

 Human 

development has been recognized to have four essential pillars which are equality, sustainability, 

productivity and empowerment.
23
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Human development focuses on enhancing individuals‟ well-being, which consists of aspects 

like health, education, a clean environment and freedom to express oneself.  The United Nation 

Development Programme report on human development defines this concept as a progressive 

advancement in individual‟s opportunities with a particular emphasis on factors such as 

longevity, education accessibility and the attainment of a satisfactory standard of living
24

.This 

work opines that the option of choice enables or encourages a person to develop him/herself 

where there is an enabling environment. To buttress this, the Human Development Report 2001 

states that the ultimate goal of human development is not to create greater wealth or achieve 

greater economic growth but the expansion of choices for every human being. This work submits 

that these definitions appear to be all encompassing as it covers all sector of life that concerns 

and affect humans. 

The absence of having choices to choose skills can lead to human frustration. Sustainable 

development has as its primary objective to improve the quality of citizen‟s lives at the same 

level of use of natural resources without impairing the capacity to regenerate the environment. 

This is so as the ultimate goal of development is to increase people‟s capabilities. Development 

through people and for people highlights an important dimension of human development. It is 

worthy to state that one objective of development is to create an enabling environment for people 

to enjoy long, healthy and creative lives.
25

 To be able to achieve this, it is canvassed that the 

principles of sustainable development be utilized as a platform for the achievement of all round 

development. It is acknowledged that human development provides better opportunities for all 

the people and contributes to a long and healthy life, access to knowledge, access to acceptable 

living standards. 

A view posits that sustainable development implies not merely limits on economic activity in the 

interest of preserving or protecting the environment but encompasses an approach to 

development which emphasizes the fundamental importance of equity within the economic 

system. To this end, equity in this context refers to both intra-generational and intergenerational. 

Intra generational in the sense that it seeks to redress the imbalance in wealth and economic 

development between the developed and developing worlds by giving priority to the needs of the 

poor and inter-generational in seeking a fair allocation of costs and benefits across succeeding 

generations.
26

 This is further explained to mean that development will only be sustainable if it 

benefits the disadvantaged without disadvantaging the needs of the future.
27

 

It is opined that decision-makers need to be consistently mindful of the relationship, 

complementation and trade-offs among the three pillars of the environment, economy and 

society in the sense that responsible human behaviour and actions at the international, national, 

community and individual levels are upheld and to promote the tenets of this paradigm in the 

interest of human development.
28
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To further expand the above position, Ben-Eli sees sustainability as a dynamic equilibrium in the 

process of interaction between the population and the carrying capacity of its environment such 

that the population develops to express its full potentials without producing irreversible adverse 

effects on the carrying capacity of the environment upon which it depends.
29

 

Thomas also points out that sustainability brings into focus human activities and their ability to 

satisfy human needs and wants without depleting or exhausting the productive resources at their 

disposal.
30

 This therefore provokes thoughts on the manner in which people should lead their 

economic and social lives drawing on the available ecological resources for human development. 

Therefore, for sustainable development to be seen as a corollary to human development, it 

requires political action by states if it is to be implemented. 

3. Essence of Sustainable Development 

Sustainable development evolved with its first major international recognition in 1972 at the 

United Nations Conference on Human Environment held in Stockholm.
31

 At the Conference, the 

International Community agreed on the fact that a relationship between development and the 

environment exists. As a result of these developments, the World Commission on Environment 

and Development renewed the call for sustainable development.
32

 At the Rio Earth Summit in 

1992, recommendations led to the United Nations Commission in Economic Development which 

had several key outcomes for sustainable Development and these were outlined in the 

Conference document named Agenda 21.
33

 It was stated that sustainable development should 

become a priority item on the agenda of the International Community and proceeded to 

recommend that natural strategies be designed and developed to address economic, social and 

environmental aspects of sustainable development. 

In 2012, sustainable development was identified as one of the five key priorities by the then 

UN‟s Secretary General Ban. Ki. Moon by highlighting the key role sustainable development 

should play in international and national development policies, programmes and agendas.
34

   

In the quest to achieve sustainable development, it is argued that there is inter relationship 

between social, environmental and economic sustainability as everything man does or plans to do 

on earth has implications for the environment, economy or society.
35

  

It is argued that where proper decisions on sustainable resource management are made, it will 

bring about sustainable growth for a sustainable society.
36

 Principle 4 of the Rio Declaration 
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provides that environmental protection shall constitute an integral part of the development 

process and cannot be considered in isolation from it. This has also been interpreted by the 

international court in the case of Gabcikovo v Nagymaros,
37

 the court referred for the first time to 

the “need to reconcile economic development with protecting of the environment which is aptly 

expressed in the concept of sustainable development.
38

  

Research shows that as far back as 1789, Malthus postulated that humans population tended to 

grow in a geometric progression while subsistence grows in only an arithmetic progression and 

he envisaged that population growth was most likely to out strip the capacity of the natural 

resources to support the needs of the increasing population.
39

 He further postulated that if 

measures were not taken, to check the rapid population growth rate, exhaustion or depletion of 

natural resources would occur resulting in misery for humans.
40

 It is recorded that with time, 

global concerns have heightened about the non-renewability of some natural resources which 

threatens production and long-term economic growth resulting from environmental degradation 

and pollution. In fact, it has been observed that:  

If a man in a geographical area lacks a job (economic) he is likely to be poor and 

disenfranchised (social); if he is poor and disenfranchised, he has an incentive to 

engage in practice that harm ecology, for example by cutting down trees for 

firewood to cook his meals and warm his home (environmental) as his actions are 

aggregated with those of others in his region cutting down trees, deforestation will 

cause vital minerals to be lost from the soil (environmental). If vital minerals are 

lost from the soil, the inhabitants will be deprived of the dietary nutrients required 

to sustain the intellectual performance needed to learn new technologies, for 

example, how to operate a computer and this will cause productivity to reduce or 

stagnate (economic). If productivity stagnates (economic) poor people will remain 

poor or poorer (social) and the cycle continues.
41

  

It is thus posited that if the above situation occurs, this in turn will hinder human development. 

This shows that the need for sustainable development is imperative as both concepts are 

universally beneficial to ensure a well-functioning society as against the above illustration 

painted above. 

4. Discussion on the relationship between Sustainable Development and Human 

Development 

The link between sustainable development and human development is recognized as very 

important and relevant. According to Pedro Conceicao,
42

 Director of the United Nations 

Development Programme in Human Development Report, agreed with the above statement by 

stating that while “SDG provide a development destination, human development allows one to 

design the route to get there”. For development to be truly sustainable, it is necessary to assume 

                                                           
37

 Gabcikovo v Nagymaros Dam Case ICJ Reports 1997, 7 
38

 Ibid 
39

Justice Mensah, supra, at note 31 
40

 Ibid 
41

 Ibid 
42

 Ibid 



                                              KB LAW SCHOLARS JOURNAL                       

                                                                                                           http://www.kblsp.org.ng/                                                                           

                                                                 No. 2 The Laurels Dun An Oir Kanturk Co. Cork Republic of Ireland  

                                                                                                  Greenbelt Rd Lanham Md. 20706, Maryland, US                                                                                                                                                                                                

Publisher KBLSP Journal editor@kblsp.org.ng                 ISSN 3027-2440 (online) (2024) Vol. 1 No. 3 April                                                                                                                     

 

the political commitment of all the world‟s states as well as the close collaboration between the 

specialists in the economy, environmental protection and social development.
43

  

It is acknowledged that the issues of ensuring sustainable development which leads to the 

improvement of the quality of life in a balanced and global way are more frequently mentioned 

in the international discourse in analysing the stage of human development.
44

 It is stated that any 

development process must have human purpose and sustainable development is a way of 

development that supports human progress not only in a few places and for a few years but for 

the population of the entire planet and for a long-term future.
45

 Human development can 

contribute to sustainable development by fostering a holistic approach that prioritizes human 

well-being alongside sustainability such that when factors like education and health are improved 

upon, there is every likely tendency for the society to become better equipped to make informed 

decisions that balance economic, social and environmental needs which promotes sustainable 

practices and outcomes.
46

 

This means that sustainable development is a continuous improvement of the quality of life and 

well-being by the promoting a dynamic economy through health, social and territorial cohesion 

and environmental protection in a secure world which respects cultural diversity. This shows that 

there is an inter connection between sustainable development and human development where 

man and his needs are met. 

The concept of sustainable development requires accommodation, reconciliation and integration 

between economic growth, social justice (Human Right inclusive) and environmental protection 

objectives, towards participatory improvement in collective quality of life for the benefits of both 

present and future generations.
47

 This concept aligns with human development which focuses on 

the wellbeing of people living healthy lives in an enabling environment that is preserved not for 

them only but their future generations. However it has been noted that countries with high human 

development levels often face challenges related to unsustainable practices, like large carbon 

dioxide emissions and this underscores the importance of aligning human development efforts 

with sustainable practices to avoid detrimental impacts on natural capital.
48

   

The right to development means the right to improvement and advancement of economic, social, 

cultural and political conditions that can be improved by the global quality of life. This refers 

simply to the drafting of and implementation of policies that endures preservation of every 

person‟s life and their humanity.
49

 These policies must include the eradication and alleviation of 

wide spread conditions of poverty, unemployment and inequitable social conditions which the 
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49
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sustainable development goals covers and thereby expands the richness of the economy as it 

focuses on people and their opportunities and choices.  

I. Examination of Sustainable Development Goals 

The evolution of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is anchored on the RIO Earth Summit 

of 1992 where countries adopted Agenda 21, a comprehensive plan of action to build a global 

partnership for sustainable development to improve lives and protect the environment.
50

 In 

September, 2000, member‟s states adopted the Millennium declaration which led to the 

elaboration of eight Millennium Development Goals to reduce extreme poverty by 2015. In 

2015, General Assembly of the United Nations proceeded to adopt the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development with 17 SDGs. The goals cover issues of policy, zero hunger, good 

health and wellbeing, quality education, gender equality, clean water and sanitation, affordable 

and clean energy, decent work and economic growth, industry, innovation and infrastructure, 

reduced inequalities, sustainable cities and communities‟ responsible consumption and 

production, climate action, life below water, life on lands peace, justice and strong institutions 

and partnerships for the goals.
51

 

These goals place emphasis and focus on people as well as taking into cognizance of the need to 

create an enabling environment that would ensure that they are free to make choices which 

would lead to living a healthy and balanced life. This is in consonance with the first UN human 

development report as it recognizes people as the real wealth of nations.
52

 The new goals are 

unique in that they call for action by all countries; poor, rich and middle income to promote 

prosperity while protecting the planet.
53

 

They acknowledge that ending poverty must go hand in hand with strategies that build economic 

growth and thus addresses a range of social needs including education, health, social protection 

and job opportunities while tackling climate change and environmental protection. While 

Sustainable Development Goals are not legally binding, governments are expected to take 

ownership and establish national frameworks for the achievement of its 17 goals. The intent of 

this is to enable the citizens have accessibility to the goals outlined by Sustainable Development. 

This will help building the capacity as well as the capability of a person thereby aiding human 

development.
54

 

The 17 Sustainable Development Goals with 169 targets are broader in scope and go further than 

the MDGs by addressing the root causes of poverty and the universal need for development that 

works for all people. 

                                                           
50
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th
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These goals cover the three dimensions of Sustainable Development; economic growth, social 

inclusion and environmental protection.
55

 In this context, sustainability is based on the idea that 

human activities are dependent on the surrounding environment natural resources. The health, 

social security and economic stability of the society are essential in defining the quality of life.
56

 

It is acknowledged now that the concept of Sustainable Development has expanded beyond 

environmental issues to include the concept of quality of life in its complexity to which the 

economic, social and ecological components are closely related. 

The importance of Sustainable Human Development according to Mr. James Gustare stated that 

development ensures that it distributes its benefits equitably, regenerates the environment rather 

than destroying it, empower people rather than marginalizing them enlarging their choices and 

opportunities and provides for their participation in decisions affecting them.
57

 The essence of 

human development,
58

 which requires basic necessities like diet, education, health care and 

house, much more is required by people to achieve their full potential which includes a 

stimulating culture, programme and facilities for meaningful work, fulfilling authorities and 

supportive communities.
59

 

It is further acknowledged that sustainable development generates a trend towards a global 

society which emphasizes the need to shape a common global consciousness, the elimination of 

the human gap caused by the distance between the growing complexity and the ability to cope 

with it.
60

 This reinforces the need for sustainable development to be considered in human 

development. 

The three primary objectives of sustainable development have been identified as economic 

growth in terms of building a strong, competitive economy by ensuring that sufficient land of the 

right type is available in the right places and at the right time to support growth and innovation 

and identify the coordinating development requirements.
61

 Environmental protection which 

contributes to protecting and enhancing our natural and developed environment while helping to 

improve biodiversity, use natural resources wisely, minimizing waste and pollution, adapting and 

helping to decrease climate change which includes a global shift to low-carbon economy. 

Social inclusion involves supporting strong, vibrant and healthy communities by providing the 

supply of housing required to meet the needs of present and future generations and by creating a 

high-quality of development with accessible local services that reflects the community‟s needs 

and support its health, social and cultural well-being. These objectives are applied across all 

sectors of development including urbanization, agriculture, infrastructure, energy use, water 

availability and transportation. Sustainable development practices help countries grow in ways 

that adapt to the challenges posed by climate change, which will in turn help to protect important 

natural resources for ours and future generations. It has been estimated by the year 2050 that 
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global population will likely reach 9 billion and the challenge of sustainable development will be 

how to move forward in such a way that every single one of these people will be able to enjoy a 

sustainable quality of life without being detrimental to the natural resources and give them 

choices to develop in the best way possible.
62

 

II. The Elements of Sustainable Development 

Sustainable development incorporates the following elements that would help the creation of a 

sustainable environment capable of enhancing the growth of human development. 

a. Integration of environmental protection and economic development 

As stated earlier, Principle 4 of the Rio Declaration provides that environmental protection shall 

form an integral part of the development process and cannot be considered in isolation from it. 

This has been recognized as ensuring that development decisions do not disregard environmental 

considerations as integration of these competing values are fundamental to the concept of 

sustainable development and this is seen from Agenda 21 which refers to the more systematic 

consideration of the environment when decisions are made on economic, social, fiscal energy, 

agricultural, transportation, trade and other policies are drawn. For instance, since 1989, the 

world bank and other multilateral development banks have sought to integrate environmental 

assessment into their lending policies.
63

 

 

b. The right to development 

This concept embraces not just the promotion of economic development by states but also the 

social and cultural aspects of human development found in the 1966 United Nations Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. The Principle 3 provides that the right to development 

must be fulfilled equitably so as to meet both developmental and environmental needs of present 

and future generations.
64

 

c. Inter-generational equity 

This theory requires each generation to use and develop its natural and cultural heritage in such a 

manner that it can be passed on to future generations in no worse condition than it was 

received.
65

 The essence of this concept is the need to conserve options for the future use of 

resources which includes their quality and the natural environment. 

 

d. Intra-generational equity 

Intra-generational equity addresses inequity within the existing economic system. Several 

substantive provisions of the Rio Declaration and that of Climate change and Biological 
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Diversity Conventions imply that intra-generational concerns are now an element in the 

contemporary development of international environmental law. 

 

5. Legal Implication of Sustainable Development 

The legal implication of sustainable development comprise of the capacity of the concept to 

generate legal standards that are applied globally across a broad range of uses of land, water, air 

and natural resources and the enforceability of such standards.  In achieving this, legal 

frameworks provide accountability mechanisms to monitor progress, track compliance and 

address potential violations of setbacks.
66

In this wise, governments can enact laws and 

regulations that encourage sustainable practices, promote responsible business conduct and 

promote business opportunities that ultimately aids human development. These legal 

mechanisms such as the environmental impact assessment and strategic planning processes can 

help integrate sustainability considerations into decision- making at all levels.
67

 

Legal frameworks serve as the cornerstone for achieving the sustainable development goals and 

by enacting laws and regulations aligned with the goals, governments can create an enabling 

environment for the rapid growth for sustainable development and human development. These 

frameworks serve as a legal basis for action and ensure that policies and practices are in line with 

sustainable principles. An example of this is renewable energy. In Nigeria presently, there is no 

separate legislation for renewable energy rather it is subsumed in the Electricity Act 2023 which 

does not define renewable energy. The Federal Ministry of Environment has various policies 

which includes the Renewable Master Plan 2005 which establishes a target for Nigeria to 

generate10% of its electricity from renewable sources by 2025.
68

  

The Federal Ministry of Environment is responsible for implementing policies and programmes 

to protect and manage the environment and plays a crucial role in promoting renewable energy 

as it issues guidelines for carrying out Environmental and Social Impact Assessment in respect to 

renewable energy projects.  Despite these policies, the growth of renewable energy has been 

rather slow. It is argued that with a renewable energy law in place, it would aid the growth of 

economic development for small scale enterprises in Nigeria as well as enhance the quality of 

life for Nigerians. The reverse is the case in Ghana which has enacted its Renewable Energy Law 

since 2011 and this has helped in the economic development of the country.
69

 

Another legal implication is that sustainable development goals are deeply rooted in the 

principles of human rights and social justice and law serves as a tool for safeguarding  these 

principles and protecting vulnerable population as legal frameworks can address social 

inequalities, discrimination and exclusion as they ensure that no one is left behind in achieving 
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sustainable development in the sense that government can promote equitable access to education, 

health services, housing and other basic necessities which in turn enhances human development. 

The place of legislative frameworks cannot be underscored as it plays a pivotal role in linking 

sustainable development with that of human development and helps to complement both as the 

creation of a sustainable environment propels the impact it has on human development. 

6. Conclusion and Recommendations. 

An examination has been made of sustainable development and its relationship with human 

development and it is safe to state that sustainable development has become a necessary 

corollary for human Development as people are not only important but the creation of an 

enabling environment is also very important for the development of people as it creates a 

platform to enable people make choices that would enhance their lives. In conclusion, 

sustainable development and human development are interconnected concepts that must be 

integrated to achieve a more inclusive, equitable and environmentally sustainable future for man 

and the environment. 

A. Recommendations 

As a result of the above analysis, the following recommendations are suggested; 

I. That the sustainable development goals should more than ever be intentionally and 

deliberately inculcated by all nations when carrying out development programmes. 

 

II. That continuous sensitization and awareness programmes be carried out to the general 

public of the relationship between sustainable development with human development 

where communities can be stakeholders and participate in such programmes. 

 

III. That government agencies be given mandate to ensure that sustainable development 

be made a part of human development  

 

B. Conclusion 

In concluding, It has been seen from the above discourse that sustainable development is a 

necessary corollary to human development as both are interconnected and  should be integrated 

when carrying out projects  to achieve a more inclusive, equitable and environmentally 

sustainable environment for  an overall  human development.  
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