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ABSTRACT 

The objective of this paper is to explain how communitarian and accountability 

themes acquire meanings within the context of international declarations on 

sustainable development.  

The study adopts an interpretive methodology to analyse international declarations 

on sustainable development that are outcomes of international conferences 

facilitated by the United Nations. The interpretation suggests the existence of 

communitarian and accountability themes in the international declarations. The 

approach taken in the international declarations indicates a communitarian 

approach to accountability and decision making. The paper contributes to a 

holistic conceptualisation of accountability. 
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1. Introduction 

In this paper, international declarations on sustainable development refer 

to the international ideas and consensus on sustainable development 

which are outcomes of international conferences facilitated by the United 

Nations and its agencies1. International declarations provide the context 

within which communitarian and accountability themes are derived and 

the basis for a “communitarian conception of accountability” (Lehman, 

1999, p 218) for sustainable development. Since the 1970s the world‟s 

                                                 
1
 Such as the United Nations Department of Economics and Social Affairs, the World 

Commission on Environment and Development  and Commission on Human Rights 
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nations have met in several major conferences, under the patronage of the 

United Nations, to discuss environmental problems and agree on 

standards for sustainable development. Among the major conferences 

facilitated by the United Nations were: the Stockholm Conference 1972; 

Earth‟s Summit Rio De Janeiro 1992; Earth‟s Summit Johannesburg 

2002; the Copenhagen Summit (2009 United Nations Climate Change 

Conference) and a series of conferences to discuss the rights of 

indigenous peoples. Key outcomes of the United Nations‟ initiatives 

include: the Stockholm Declaration 1972; Rio Declaration 1992; Agenda 

21 1992; Johannesburg Declaration 2002; the Copenhagen Accord and the 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Other 

major outcomes include the Bruntland Report 1987 and the Earth Charter 

1997.  

The international declarations on sustainability address the complexities 

of dealing with three key elements of development which are economic 

growth, environmental protection and the social well-being of society 

(WCED, 1987). These elements are often termed ecological sustainability, 

social sustainability and economic sustainability (Grundy, 1993). 

Ecological sustainability is the “maintenance of essential ecological 

processes and life support systems upon which all life depends” (Grundy, 

1993, p 33). Social sustainability is improving the social well-being of 

human beings and includes: development of intellectuality, health, 

language, culture, identity, self-worth, status, confidence, versatility; 

satisfaction of basic needs; equitable distribution of wealth and access to 

resources; participation in decisions and self-determination (Grundy, 

1993). Economic sustainability involves the allocation of finite resources 

amongst competing ends to achieve social development but without 

compromising ecological sustainability and the needs of future 

generations (Grundy, 1993). Integrating the social, economic and 

environmental considerations is often regarded as the central task of 

decision making for sustainable development (WCED, 1987). Although 

the long term compatibility of economic, environmental and social 

dimensions is the aim of sustainable development, short-term competition 

is possible between the goals of these dimensions (OECD, 2001).  

Many countries are committed to the international declarations on 

sustainable development. They have political commitments to implement 

declarations such as the recommendations of Agenda 21, the Rio 

Declaration, Earth Charter and the Johannesburg Declaration (PCE, 

2002). Surveys conducted by ICLEI2 indicate increase in Local Agenda 

                                                 
2  The International Council of Local Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI), or „Local 
Governments for Sustainability‟, is an international network supporting sustainable 

development in Local Government. ICLEI is formally associated with The United Cities and 

Local Government as well as the United Nations Environment Programme. ICLEI works to 
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21 initiatives in all regions of the world. According to the survey, by the 

end of 2001 over 6,400 local authorities in 113 countries around the globe 

had either made a formal commitment to Local Agenda 21 or were 

actively undertaking the process with the greatest participation level in 

Europe. In the UK a strong level of support and guidance from the 

government has resulted in over 90% of local authorities having produced 

Local Agenda 21 documents. With such a high level of commitment in 

many countries, the participating countries may come under pressure to 

implement Agenda 21 at the local community level and failure to 

implement Agenda 21 recommendations may affect their trade relations 

with the more enthusiastic countries. Non-compliance to international 

consensus or agreements could affect their relationship with other 

countries. Being a party to the international treaties/ consensus, each 

country is accountable to the international community for the 

implementation of sustainable development. Studies indicate that in many 

countries local initiatives to engage local communities in sustainable 

development have been influenced by these international declarations  on 

sustainable development, especially by the recommendations of Agenda 

21 (Gaye , Diouf & Keller, 2001; Joas & Gronholm, 2001; Jonas et al, 

2004; Jorby, 2000; Mercer & Jotkowitz, 2000; Ottozimmermann, 1994; 

Roberts, 2000; Roberts & Diederichs, 2002; Rowe, 2000; Sebek, 1994; 

Steinberg , Miranda, 2005; Wild & Marshall, 1999; Worthington et al, 

2003).  

The objective of this paper is to explain how communitarian and 

accountability themes acquire meanings within the international 

declarations on sustainable development. The paper is organised as 

follows. Section 2 describes the interpretive methodology adopted. 

Section 3 highlights the keys themes of communitarian ideology and 

broad conception of accountability. Section 4 explains how the 

communitarian ideology acquires meaning in the context of international 

declarations. Section 5 explains how accountability dimensions acquire 

meanings in the context of the international declarations. Section 6 

provides reflections and concludes the paper.  

2. Research methodology 

The interpretive approach adopted in this study is grounded in 

philosophical hermeneutics (Gadamer, 1975) and aims to provide an 

interpretation of the text (comprising the international declarations on 

                                                                                                      
build and serve a global movement of local authorities to achieve tangible improvements in 

global sustainability, with a focus on improving environmental conditions through cumulative 
local actions. Nearly 500 Local Government associations and individual local authorities 

from around the world are currently members of ICLEI, including in the UK (International 

Council of Local Environment Initiatives, 2005) 

http://apps.isiknowledge.com.ezproxy.waikato.ac.nz:2048/WoS/CIW.cgi?SID=4Dm8fmn8ojMHCl3p1L4&Func=OneClickSearch&field=AU&val=Diouf+L&ut=000172217000016&auloc=2&curr_doc=1/135&Form=FullRecordPage&doc=1/135
http://apps.isiknowledge.com.ezproxy.waikato.ac.nz:2048/WoS/CIW.cgi?SID=4Dm8fmn8ojMHCl3p1L4&Func=OneClickSearch&field=AU&val=Keller+N&ut=000172217000016&auloc=3&curr_doc=1/135&Form=FullRecordPage&doc=1/135
http://apps.isiknowledge.com.ezproxy.waikato.ac.nz:2048/WoS/CIW.cgi?SID=4Dm8fmn8ojMHCl3p1L4&Func=OneClickSearch&field=AU&val=Roberts+D&ut=000175551200015&auloc=1&curr_doc=1/127&Form=FullRecordPage&doc=1/127
http://apps.isiknowledge.com.ezproxy.waikato.ac.nz:2048/WoS/CIW.cgi?SID=4Dm8fmn8ojMHCl3p1L4&Func=OneClickSearch&field=AU&val=Diederichs+N&ut=000175551200015&auloc=2&curr_doc=1/127&Form=FullRecordPage&doc=1/127
http://apps.isiknowledge.com.ezproxy.waikato.ac.nz:2048/WoS/CIW.cgi?SID=4Dm8fmn8ojMHCl3p1L4&Func=OneClickSearch&field=AU&val=Steinberg+F&ut=000225045600008&auloc=1&curr_doc=1/64&Form=FullRecordPage&doc=1/64
http://apps.isiknowledge.com.ezproxy.waikato.ac.nz:2048/WoS/CIW.cgi?SID=4Dm8fmn8ojMHCl3p1L4&Func=OneClickSearch&field=AU&val=Miranda+L&ut=000225045600008&auloc=2&curr_doc=1/64&Form=FullRecordPage&doc=1/64
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sustainable development. According to the hermeneutic theory of 

Gadamer (1975), research outcomes are influenced by the pre-

understandings of the researcher/ interpreter and therefore the pre-

understandings should be made as explicit as possible. The pre-

understandings for this interpretive study originate from communitarian 

theory and broad conceptions of accountability. The interpretive study 

makes sense of the international declarations on the basis of these pre-

understandings. In turn, the international declarations provide evidence to 

support or modify some aspects of the pre-understandings. The alternation 

between the international declarations and pre-understandings forms the 

scope for the “hermeneutical circle of understanding” (Gadamer, 1975). 

Synthesis of the text and pre-understandings or “fusion of horizons” 

(Gadamer, 1975) aims to provide insights on community and 

accountability in the context of the international declarations.  

3. Preunderstandings of researcher: communitarian 
ideology and accountability 

The interpretation undertaken in this study starts with a set of pre-

understandings comprising key themes from the communitarian ideology 

and extended conceptions of accountability. The key themes are the pre-

understandings of the researcher which were derived from a literature 

review.  The themes form the conceptual framework for analysis of the 

international declarations. The conceptual framework is the perspective 

from which the researcher is approaching the interpretation of the 

international declarations. It guides the researcher to develop insights 

about the community and accountability in the context of the international 

declarations on sustainable development. In other words, the researcher is 

not reading the international declarations with an empty mind but is 

influenced by the conceptual framework. At the same time the researcher 

attempts to synthesise the different elements of the pre-understandings 

with the international declarations to develop meanings that are “hidden” 

in the declarations.  

3.1 Communitarian ideology 

Communitarian theory emphasises the centrality of community and 

communal values, upholding the community as the key focus of analysis 

and the centre of value systems (Frazer, 1998). In general, 

communitarians recognise a sense of community in which people are 

bound by shared values, meanings, traditions, purposes, and obligations 

and the pursuit of the common good (Etzioni, 1995, 1996; Taylor, 1989; 

MacIntyre, 1984; Sandel, 1982; Barber, 1984; Walzer, 1983, 1990).  

Modern day communities can also be characterised by diversity in which 

more than one sense of community can prevail. Communities can consist 
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of members with different and overlapping interests and individuals may 

belong to many different communities, each pulling them in different 

directions at the same time (Taylor, 2003). Even under such diversity 

where individuals have significantly divergent interests, needs and values, 

they also have some shared values and goals that bind them as a 

community (Etzioni, 1998). The social bond and connectedness of the 

members is strengthened by virtues such as self-restraint, courage, 

moderation, generosity, fairness and loyalty (Cochran, 1989).  

The ethical stance underpinning communitarian theory places community 

interest and values before individual self-interest (MacIntyre, 1984; 

Miller, 1995; Fraser 1998)  and directs the attention of individuals 

towards collaborative action for the common good (Cuthill, 2002; 

Midgley & Ochoa-Arias, 1999). According to Lovett (1998), the concept 

of common good refers to something which is of common interest and 

valued for its service to a community. Communitarians believe that 

common goods are socially constructed phenomena i.e. common goods 

are identified through ongoing public dialogue that draws on communal 

values and culture.  The common good is a good to which all members of 

society have access and cannot be excluded from enjoying (Velasquez et 

al, 2008). Therefore, establishing and maintaining the common good 

requires the cooperative efforts of the members (Velasquez et al, 2008). In 

a similar vein, Etzioni (1996) contends that the common good is 

determined by dialogues between individuals in a community expressing 

their preferences and values. Examples of common good include the 

natural environment, such as a clean lake (Lovett, 1998), social goods 

such as education and public safety (Lovett, 1998), public health systems, 

legal and political systems, an unpolluted natural environment, and a 

flourishing economic system (Velasquez et al, 2008).  

3.2 Conceptions of Accountability  

A broad conception of accountability to society has been suggested in 

social and environmental accounting literature (Cooper, 1992; Gray, 

1992; Henderson, 1991; Lehman, 1995; Lehman, 1999; Maunders & 

Burritt, 1991; Harte & Owen 1987; Gray et al, 1996). These studies 

generally agree that organisations are accountable to society at large for 

the impacts of their activities on the natural environment and society, and 

that accountability involves reporting to communities. Shearer (2002) 

suggests “radical accountability” (p 566) in which the interest or values of 

the individual are subordinate to the interests or values of society. Giving 

an account is one means by which individuals are constituted as moral 

agents in communities and develop concern for the common good, human 

solidarity and basic respect (Schweiker, 1993). Bebbington (1997) 

suggests the development of new forms of environmental and social 
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accounting which have “enabling, empowering and emancipatory” (p 

365) potential to create a “fairer and more just society” (p 365). 

According to Pallot (1991), fairness in accountability in the public sphere 

would seem to require that if there is more than one underlying set of 

values and assumptions in society, more than one should be given 

visibility during the reporting and deliberation processes. 

The call by Behn (2000) to rethink democratic accountability in terms of 

360-degree accountability involves thinking in terms of webs of mutual 

responsibility and obligations that bind people in promoting the common 

good. Weber (2003) explores the operational dynamics of 360-degree 

accountability under conditions of decentralised, collaborative and 

participatory policy making in communities. According to Weber (2003), 

coalition of the unlike (between citizens, government, regulators, 

businesses, environmentalists and other interested parties) can produce 

accountability to a broad array of interests via informal institutions for 

decentralised, collaborative and participatory governance arrangements 

and policy making. Weber‟s depiction of a Grass Roots Ecosystem 

Management (GREM) resembles “…ongoing, collaborative governance 

arrangements in which inclusive coalitions of the unlike come together in 

a deliberative format to resolve policy problems affecting the 

environment, economy, and community (or communities) of a particular 

place” (p 3). Weber‟s theorisation of a broad framework for 

accountability and its connection to policy making is based on politics and 

policy making in communities where local economies have been tied 

closely to natural resource use.  It involves collaboration among diverse 

government, business and community sectors and promotes a strong 

measure of accountability to future generations. 

Lehman‟s (1999) communitarian model of accountability assumes the 

existence of accountability relationships in the public sphere involving the 

community, state and corporations (Lehman, 1999). In that relationship, 

information is provided to the community on the environmental and social 

impacts of corporate activities. Lehman (1999) claims that accountability 

formed in the public sphere does not accord the privileged status of 

“reporting entities” to corporations but the community is to decide on the 

type of information it requires. The communitarian model also envisages 

relationships between the community and the state in which the state and 

community work together in the public sphere to make corporations 

accountable for their activities and to act in the public interest. The state 

works in conjunction with the community to develop an active and 

critically aware society and to create open and transparent democratic 

discussion (Lehman, 1999). The role of the state in the accountability 

relationship is to provide regulations and foster public debate and 

discussion to assess corporate effects on society and nature and to 
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monitor, regulate and improve the quality of information provided to the 

community (Lehman, 1999).  

Some scholars conceptualise accountability as a dialectical activity 

involving answering, explaining and justifying by one party while those 

holding them to account engage in questioning, assessing and criticizing 

(Aucion & Heintzman, 2000; Bohman, 1996; Bovens, 2007; Mulgan, 

2000; Painter-Morland, 2006; Roberts, 2002). A similar conception of 

accountability is articulated by proponents of dialogic accounting 

(Bebbington et al 2007; Brown, 2009; Dillard and Roselander, 2011). The 

dialogic approach emphasises the development of accountability in the 

form of critical enquiry and dialogue between stakeholders and entities 

(Bebbington et al 2007). The dialogic approach is grounded in 

deliberative and agonistic models of democracy that incorporate critically 

reflective dialogue and effective participatory forms of decision making 

and accountability (Brown, 2009). The aim is to facilitate pluralistic 

debates for evaluating alternative courses of action (Dillard and 

Roselander, 2011). In a broader sense, a democratic dialogue in the public 

sphere can be conceived as a form of accountability.  

3.3.  Theoretical framework - summary themes 

The literature review of communitarian ideology and conceptions of 

accountability provide a basis for delineating a theoretical framework 

(consisting of various communitarian and accountability themes) that 

would guide the interpretation of the international declarations. The 

interpretive process entails making sense of the international declarations 

in the light of the theoretical framework. This involves identifying themes 

in the international declarations that support or add additional insights 

into the theoretical framework (consisting of communitarian ideology and 

accountability conception). The interpretive process aims to provide a 

synthesis of two horizons (Gadamer, 1975) – the theoretical framework 

and international declarations. For the purpose of discussion in the next 

two sections, the themes that were identified from the synthesis have been 

classified as follows: the meaning of community; communal processes; 

mutual responsibility; accountability for the common good; linkage 

between joint responsibility and accountability; accountability involving 

farming community; accountability involving minority groups; 

information sharing to encourage accountability; the role of scientific 

information. 
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4. Communitarian themes in international declarations 

4.1 Meaning of community in the context of 
international declarations 

In international declarations, the term „community‟ is used in a broad 

sense to refer to the international community (Earth Charter Initiative, 

n.d.; United Nations, 2000; United Nations Environment Programme, 

1972;  WCED, 1987), as well as in a more limited sense to refer to local 

communities participating in local government planning and decision 

making processes (United Nations Department of Economic and Social 

Affairs, 2004a; Earth Charter Initiative, n.d.). The broad sense of 

community recognises that in the midst of a “magnificent diversity of 

cultures and life forms” mankind stands as “one human family and one 

Earth community with a common destiny” (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d., 

p 1). Realising the goals of a sustainable planet requires a sense of 

common identity as a world community as well as identities as local 

communities. A community of life is premised on the principle that “all 

beings are interdependent and every form of life has value regardless of 

its worth to human beings” (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d.; Earth Charter 

Principle 1a, p 2). The community of life is dependent on the “dignity of 

all human beings and on the intellectual, artistic, ethical, and spiritual 

potential of humanity” (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d.; Earth Charter 

Principle 1b). In Agenda 21 (UN Department of Economic and Social 

Affairs, 2004a) the broad sense of community has several meanings, 

including: a community comprising a group of nations such as the 

European Economic Community (Agenda 21 Preamble); the international 

community3 (Agenda 21, Chapter 28, Chapter 31, 36 etc.) referring 

generally to the nations of the world or more specifically to nations which 

participate in United Nations summits and initiatives; and scientific 

community.  

For the purpose of implementing sustainable development at grass root 

levels, the term „community‟ is more pervasively used in Agenda 21 to 

mean local community in relation to a local government or a local 

authority area (Agenda 21 Chapter 28). According to the Earth Charter, 

local communities vary in size, composition, structure and organization 

(Earth Charter Initiative, n.d.). Sometimes they are defined by 

administrative boundaries, while other communities emerge from a shared 

                                                 
3
 The international community also includes United Nations agencies, international 

organizations, and other appropriate and private organizations  (United Nations Department 
of Economic and Social affairs, 2004a, Agenda 21, Chapter 34) 
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culture and history. In all cases, they reflect in some way 

the neighborhoods where people live and the level where individuals can 

be most involved and influential.  

4.2 Communal processes in the context of the 
international declarations 

The idea of broad-based consultation and participation for achieving 

international consensus on sustainable development has long been 

promulgated by the United Nations. It is synonymous with the 

communitarian concept of cooperative enquiry for the common good 

(Earth Charter Initiative, n.d.). For example, the Earth Charter is the 

outcome of a decade-long, worldwide, cross-cultural dialogue about 

common goals and shared values.  The drafting of the Earth Charter has 

involved an open and participatory consultation process in which 

thousands of individuals and hundreds of organisations from all regions of 

the world, different cultures and diverse sectors of society have 

participated (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d.). Participation advocated at the 

international level is also recommended for the implementation of 

sustainable development at the local level. The Johannesburg Declaration 

recognises that: 

...sustainable development requires a long-term 

perspective and broad-based participation in policy 

formulation, decision-making and implementation at all 

levels (UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 

2004b, Johannesburg Declaration, Principle 26). 

For the purpose of enhancing community participation, the Earth Charter 

suggests the strengthening of democratic institutions, provision of 

transparency and accountability in governance, inclusive participation in 

decision making, and access to justice (Principle 13).  Meaningful 

participation of all interested individuals and organizations in decision 

making requires the protection of rights to freedom of opinion, 

expression, peaceful assembly, association, and dissent (Principle 13).  

Agenda 21 recommends the continued, active and effective participation 

of local groups and communities in the implementation of sustainable 

development (United Nations Department of Economic and Social 

Affairs, 2004a, Agenda 21, paragraph 38.5). Community participation 

envisaged in Agenda 21 involves the participation of individuals 

(including indigenous people), social groups and organizations in 

decisions which affect communities in which they live and work (Agenda 

21, Chapter 23). The forms of participation recommended in Agenda 21 

include: collaboration between local authorities and their local 

communities (Agenda 21, Chapter 28); public consultation by local 
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authorities; dialogue in the community; information sharing and 

accessibility to communities of environment and development 

information held by local and national authorities.  

The need for community participation arises because issues on 

environment and development have roots in local activities requiring 

cooperation and partnership between local authorities and their 

communities (Agenda 21 Chapter 28, paragraph 28.1). Community 

participation aims to create household awareness of sustainable 

development issues and to collate community views for formulating 

sustainable strategies and policies. Participation helps communities to set 

their priorities (Agenda 21, Chapter 35). The needs of communities vary 

and situations are idiosyncratic, so participation may vary from one 

community to another. Therefore, environmental issues are best handled 

with the participation of all concerned citizens, at the relevant level 

(United Nations, 2000; Rio Declaration 1992, Principle 10). Effective 

participation in decision making processes by local communities can help 

them articulate and effectively enforce their common interest.  

Community participation aims to draw out the views of the local people 

on how to implement and achieve sustainable development. The 

Brundtland Report recognises people as a creative resource which can be 

harnessed through participation in the processes of sustainable 

development (WCED, 1987). Participation builds human solidarity 

through dialogue and cooperation, irrespective of race, disabilities, 

religion, language, culture and tradition (UN Department of Economic 

and Social Affairs, 2004b; Johannesburg Declaration, Principle 17). It 

also enables local communities to collaborate with Local Governments to 

care for their environments (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d.; Earth Charter, 

Principle 13).  

Local authorities have a vital role in facilitating community participation 

in sustainable development. Agenda 21 recognises local government as 

the level of government that is closest to local communities (UN 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2004a, Chapter 28). 

Problems and solutions addressed in Agenda 21 have their roots in local 

activities and therefore participation and cooperation of local authorities 

and collaboration with local community will be a determining factor in 

the implementation of sustainable development. Agenda 21 proposes that 

local authorities undertake a consultative process with their local 
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population and achieve consensus on a Local Agenda 214 (United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2004a Agenda Chapter 28, 

paragraph 28.2). The consultative process recommended involves 

dialogue with local citizens, local organisations and private enterprises to 

adopt a local Agenda 21.  

4.3 Mutual responsibility in the context of the 
international declarations 

The international declarations recognise mutual responsibility as the key 

attribute of communal relationships. Mutual responsibility implies that 

everyone “would be better off if each person took into account the effect 

of his or her acts upon others” (WCED, 1987, p 47). On the contrary, it 

does not mean “there is one set of villains and another set of victims” 

(WCED, 1987, p 47). In a similar vein, the Johannesburg Declaration 

captures the spirit of mutual responsibility in the following 

pronouncement: 

...the children of the world spoke to us in a simple yet 

clear voice that the future belongs to them, and 

accordingly challenged all of us to ensure that through our 

actions they will inherit a world free of the indignity and 

indecency occasioned by poverty, environmental 

degradation and patterns of unsustainable development 

(United Nations Department of Economic and Social 

Affairs, 2004b, Johannesburg Declaration, paragraph 3). 

The Johannesburg Declaration (United Nations Department of Economic 

and Social Affairs, 2004b) calls for constructive partnership for the 

achievement of the common goals of sustainable development (paragraph 

16), the building of human solidarity through dialogue and cooperation 

irrespective of race, disabilities, religion, language, culture or tradition 

(paragraph 17), and working together to help one another (paragraph 18) 

which implies a strong communitarian sense of mutual responsibility. The 

relationship involves social partners and partnerships that respect the roles 

of each participant (United Nations Department of Economic and Social 

Affairs, 2004b, Johannesburg Declaration, paragraph 26). Such collective 

action and responsibility is central to the implementation of sustainable 

development and to ensure that natural resources are used to the benefit of 

                                                 
4
 Local Agenda 21 is defined in ICLEI (2002) as a participatory, multi-stakeholder process to 

achieve the goals of Agenda 21 at the local level through the preparation and implementation 
of a long-term, strategic plan that addresses priority local sustainable development concerns. 
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all (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2004b, 

Johannesburg Declaration paragraph 21).  

The Earth Charter (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d.) upholds the sense of 

mutual responsibility to one another and to the greater community of life. 

The Charter emphasises mutual understanding, solidarity, cooperation and 

collaborative problem solving among all people to manage and resolve 

environmental problems. This mutuality is strengthened by common 

values and shared vision of basic values to provide an ethical foundation 

for a communal spirit (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d., Preamble, Earth 

Charter). The mutual responsibility also arises from the obligation of the 

present generations to future generations. This responsibility is implicated 

in the commonly cited definition of sustainable development offered by 

the Brundtland Report WCED (1987): “...development that meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” (p  43). Joint responsibility to 

protect the natural environment for present and future generations has also 

been mentioned in other major international declarations (United Nations 

Environment Programme, 1972; Principles 1 & 2 Stockholm Declaration 

on the Human Environment; United Nations, 2000, Principle 3 Rio 

Declaration). The responsibility of the present generation involves 

transmitting to future generation values, traditions, and institutions that 

support the long-term flourishing of Earth's human and ecological 

communities (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d., Principle 3 Earth Charter).  

5. Accountability themes in the international 
declarations 

5.1 Accountability for the Common Good in the 
Context of the International Declarations 

Common good typically refers to something which is of common interest 

and valued for its service to a community (Lovett, 1998). Common good 

in the international declarations typically refers to renewable and non-

renewable natural resources such as air, water, land, flora and fauna and, 

especially, representative samples of natural ecosystems as well as the 

wildlife and its habitat (United Nations Environmental Programme, 1972; 

principles 2, 3, 4 and 5, Stockholm Declaration on the Human 

Environment). Present and future generations depend on the natural 

resource (United Nations, 1999) to provide physical sustenance for 

mankind and opportunity for intellectual, moral, social and spiritual 

growth and economic development (United Nations Environment 

Programme, 1972). The importance of the natural environment is clearly 

captured in the Earth Charter: 
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The resilience of the community of life and the well-being 

of humanity depend upon preserving a healthy biosphere 

with all its ecological systems, a rich variety of plants and 

animals, fertile soils, pure waters, and clean air. The 

global environment with its finite resources is a common 

concern of all peoples. The protection of Earth's vitality, 

diversity, and beauty is a sacred trust (Earth Charter 

Initiative, n.d., Earth Charter Preamble). 

The recognition of natural resources as the common good provides a close 

association between the common good and environmental sustainability. 

Although the scope of sustainable development as articulated in the 

international declarations covers several areas (such as economic 

development, social justice, democracy, non-violence and peace), the 

primary emphasis is on environmental sustainability or preference for a 

strong form of sustainability. Strong form of sustainability places 

ecological considerations in the forefront and recognises economy and 

human society as constrained by the natural systems of our planet (Pearce, 

Anil, & Barbier, 1989, 1990; Pearce & Turner, 1990). In contrast, in a 

weak form of sustainability economic growth takes priority over 

environmental and social considerations (Hartwick, 1990; Hartwick, 

1978; Solow, 1974; Solow, 1993; Widavsky, 1994). The meaning of 

sustainable development used consistently and pervasively in the 

international declarations is in line with the definition provided by the 

Brundtland Report (WCED, 1987). Environmental sustainability is 

implicated in this definition in that present and future generations depend 

on natural resources for survival. 

Environmental sustainability is implied in the overarching principle of the 

Earth Charter (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d.) which recognizes all beings 

as interdependent and every form of life as having value, regardless of its 

worth to human beings (principle 1). The right to own, manage and use 

natural resources carries the duty to prevent environmental harm 

(Principle 3) and to secure the natural resources for present and future 

generations (Principle 4). Environmental sustainability also involves the 

adoption of development plans and regulations that take into 

consideration environmental conservation and rehabilitation  such as 

safeguarding viable nature and biosphere reserves, including wild lands 

and marine, protecting endangered species and ecosystems, managing the 

use of renewable resources such as water, soil, forest products, and marine 

life, and managing the extraction and use of non-renewable resources 

such as minerals and fossil fuels in ways that minimize depletion and 

cause no serious environmental damage (Principle 5). Environmental 

sustainability entails a precautionary approach, taking action to avoid the 

possibility of serious or irreversible environmental harm even when 

scientific knowledge is incomplete or inconclusive. It places the burden of 
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proof on those who argue that a proposed activity will not cause 

significant harm, and make the responsible parties liable for 

environmental harm (Principle 6). This approach requires decision 

making that addresses the environmental consequences of human 

activities, especially the pollution of the environment, and the adoption of 

patterns of production, consumption, and reproduction that safeguard the 

natural resources (Principle 7). Environmental sustainability also 

recognizes traditional knowledge and spiritual wisdom in all cultures that 

contribute to environmental protection (Principle 7). The emphasis on 

environmental sustainability is also prevalent in other major international 

declarations on sustainable development such as in the Stockholm 

Declaration 1972, the Rio Declaration 1992, Agenda 21 1992 and the 

Johannesburg Declaration 2002.  

Emphasis on environmental sustainability arises from concerns about 

environmental devastation, rapid depletion of resources and massive 

extinction of species caused by human activities and their dominant 

patterns of production and consumption, (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d.). 

There is growing evidence of environmental harm caused by human 

activities, including: dangerous levels of pollution in water, air, earth and 

living beings; major and undesirable disturbances to the ecological 

balance of the biosphere; and destruction and depletion of irreplaceable 

resources (United Nations Environment Programme, 1972). In a similar 

vein, the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED, 

1987) raises concerns about the “accelerating deterioration of the human 

environment and natural resources and the consequences of that 

deterioration for economic and social development” (United Nations, 

1999, p 1). Other common concerns about the global natural environment 

include loss of biodiversity, depletion of fish stocks, desertification and 

loss of fertile land, adverse effects of climate change such as frequent 

natural disaster, and water and marine pollution (United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2004b; Johannesburg 

Declaration, paragraph 13). Hence, the global environment, its diversity 

and finite resources are of common concern to all peoples (Earth Charter 

Initiative, n.d.). 

5.2 Joint responsibility and accountability in the 
context of the international declarations 

The international declarations articulate the sense of communitarian 

relationships involving joint responsibility and accountability where 

everyone is responsible and accountable for the common good. It is a 

reflection of 360 degree responsibility and accountability (Behn, 2000). 

For example, the Stockholm Declaration 1972 proclaims that to achieve 

environmental sustainability requires acceptance of responsibility by 
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individuals in all walks of life, by communities, by organisations and by 

institutions at every level, all sharing equitably in common efforts, and by 

their values and the sum of their actions they will shape the world 

environment of the future (United Nations Environment Programme, 

1972). The Earth Charter calls for universal responsibility and 

responsibility to one another and common identity as a world community 

as well as a local community where everyone shares responsibility for the 

present and future well-being of mankind (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d., 

Preamble Earth Charter). The Charter also endorses responsibility of the 

current generation to future generations (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d., 

Preamble to Earth Charter). It involves responsibilities to be undertaken 

by local communities, the international community, national and Local 

Governments, private and public sectors to protect the natural 

environment and avoid the possibility of serious or irreversible 

environmental harm (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d., Earth Charter Principle 

6). In the Johannesburg Declaration the emphasis is on collective 

responsibility to advance and strengthen the interdependent and mutually 

reinforcing pillars of sustainable development – economic development, 

social development and environmental protection – at local, national, 

regional and global levels (United Nations Department of Economic and 

Social Affairs, 2004b, Johannesburg Declaration, paragraph 5). The 

declaration calls for joint action and common determination for 

environmental sustainability and human development. (United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2004b, Johannesburg 

Declaration, paragraph 35). 

The joint responsibility of the various parties arises from their right to 

own, manage and use natural resources and carries the duty to prevent 

environmental harm (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d., Earth Charter Principle 

2). It involves responsibility to “reduce and eliminate unsustainable 

patterns of production and consumption” (United Nations 2000, Principle 

8, Rio Declaration) and to take action to avoid the possibility of serious or 

irreversible environmental harm even when scientific knowledge is 

incomplete or inconclusive (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d., Principle 6, 

Earth Charter). In relation to that, the charter calls for accountability, 

places the burden of proof on those who argue that a proposed activity 

will not cause significant harm, and makes parties liable for 

environmental harm (Principle 6). This is also emphasized in the Rio 

Declaration which suggests that the polluter, in principle, bears the cost of 

pollution (United Nations, 2000, Principle 16 Rio Declaration). The Rio 

Declaration (United Nations 2000) suggests a precautionary approach to 

environmental responsibility. The principle states: 

In order to protect the environment, the precautionary 

approach shall be widely applied by States according to 

their capabilities.  Where there are threats of serious or 
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irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty shall 

not be used as a reason for postponing cost-effective 

measures to prevent environmental degradation (Principle 

15). 

From a communitarian perspective, the sense of joint responsibility arises 

because the individual has a relationship with the community (Aristotle, 

1968; Miller, 1995; Fraser 1998). Communitarian ideology maintains that 

an individual derives values from the community and owes obligation to 

the community (Bradley, 1927). Joint responsibility articulated in the 

Earth Charter implies a sense of community and provides a basis for 

establishing a relationship between the individual and the community. 

The Earth Charter asserts that, in assuming joint responsibility, the 

individual identifies with the international community as well as with 

local communities. The individual is a citizen of different nations and of 

one world in which the local and global are linked and everyone shares 

responsibility for the present and future well-being of the human family 

and the larger living world (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d., Preamble Earth 

Charter). To face environmental, economic, political, social, and spiritual 

challenges the Earth Charter recognises a sense of universal responsibility 

where an individual identifies with the Earth community as well as with 

local communities (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d., Preamble Earth Charter). 

Joint responsibility and accountability to each other requires a change of 

attitude and behaviours at every level of society to promote sustainability. 

The Brundtland Report (WCED, 1987) suggests that responsibility 

requires a change in attitudes, objectives and institutional arrangements at 

every level to be guided by the principle of environmentally sustainable 

development. In a similar vein, the Earth Charter calls for a livelihood that 

is ecologically responsible and changes in values, institutions and way of 

living in order to meet responsibility to each other and to achieve 

sustainability (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d. Principle 3 Earth Charter).  

5.3 The Responsibility and Accountability of the 
Farming Community  

A major concern in many countries is the impact of farming activities on 

the natural environment as a result of overexploitation and improper 

management of natural resources, including land (United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2004a, Agenda 21, 

paragraph 32.1). This is a global concern as agriculture occupies one third 

of the land surface of the Earth and is a central activity for much of the 

world‟s population (Agenda 21 paragraph 32.1). Farmers, being primary 

users of natural resources and stewards of much of the Earth‟s resources, 

have responsibility for conserving the natural environment on which they 

depend for their sustenance (Agenda 21, Chapter 32). Their primary 
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responsibility in sustainable development is to adopt sustainable farming 

practices and technologies (Agenda 21, paragraph 32.5c). The 

accountability of the farming community is implicated in the sense that 

farmers are accountable for the impacts of farming practices on the 

natural environment. Farmers owe accountability to the local community, 

that is, to a community of people with common concerns for the common 

good.  

A communitarian approach to sustainable development and accountability 

would mean allowing the farming community to participate in the design 

and implementation of policies directed towards sustainable farming 

practices. Agenda 21 proposes a farmer-centred approach to attaining 

sustainability in countries where agriculture is the central activity and 

where a significant number of the rural population depend on agricultural 

activities.  Agenda 21 recommends decentralised decision making and 

delegation of power and responsibility to farmers for environmental 

sustainability. To enable farmers to assume the responsibility and 

accountability for the natural environment Agenda 21 (Chapter 32) 

supports the formation of farmers' organizations and recommends the 

involvement of farmers and their representative organizations in policy 

formulation. Several measures have been recommended to help farmers in 

these roles. They include promoting pricing mechanisms, trade policies, 

fiscal incentives and other policy instruments that positively affect 

individual farmer's decisions about an efficient and sustainable use of 

natural resources, take full account of the impact of these decisions on 

farm incomes, employment and the environment (Agenda 21, paragraph 

32.6b). Legal assistance is to be provided to support the formation of 

farmers‟ organisations (Agenda 21, paragraph 32.6e). Farmers and their 

representative organizations are to be allowed to participate in 

formulating policy (Agenda 21, paragraph 32.6c). Furthermore, 

researchers are to cooperate with farmers in developing location-specific 

environment-friendly farming techniques (Agenda 21, paragraph 32.7a). 

Such techniques are intended to enhance crop yields, maintain land 

quality, recycle nutrients, conserve water and energy, and control pests 

and weeds (Agenda 21, paragraph 32.12a). Governments and farmers‟ 

organisations are to initiate mechanisms to document, synthesize and 

disseminate local knowledge, practices and project experiences so that the 

lessons of the past can be utilised when formulating and implementing 

policies that affect farming (Agenda 21, paragraph 32.8a). It also involves 

establishing networks for the exchange of farming experiences which help 

to conserve land, water and forest resources, minimize the use of 

chemicals and reduce or reutilize farm wastes (Agenda 21, Paragraph 

32.8b). The key to successful implementation of sustainable farming 

practices lies in the motivation and attitudes of individual farmers and 

policies that would provide incentives to farmers to manage their natural 
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resources in a sustainable way (Agenda 21, paragraph 32.4). 

Decentralization of decision making is the key to changing formers‟ 

behaviours and implementing sustainable farming strategies (Agenda 21, 

paragraph 32.4).  

5.4 Inclusion of Indigenous Communities in joint 
responsibility and accountability for 
environmental sustainability 

Indigenous communities share joint responsibility with non-indigenous 

communities for environmental sustainability and for making decisions 

for sustainable development. Indigenous people and their communities are 

descendants of the original inhabitants of lands which they traditionally 

occupied and have historical relationship with their lands (United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2004a, Agenda 21, 

paragraph 26.1). Over many generations indigenous people have 

developed holistic traditional scientific knowledge of their lands, natural 

resources and environment (Agenda 21, paragraph 26.1). A primary social 

element and requirement of sustainable development is the protection of 

the rights of indigenous peoples. These rights have been recognised in 

several international declarations and consensus on sustainable 

development. The Brundtland Report (WCED, 1987) recognises the 

traditional rights of indigenous people to lands and other resources that 

sustain their way of life. The Rio Declaration recognises the traditional 

knowledge and practices of indigenous communities and their role in 

environmental management and development. It also recommends that 

states recognize and duly support the identity, culture and interests of the 

indigenous people to enable their effective participation in the 

achievement of sustainable development (United Nations, 2000; Rio 

Declaration principle 22). Agenda 21 recognises human rights and 

fundamental freedoms without hindrance or discrimination against 

indigenous people (paragraph 26.1). The Johannesburg Declaration 2002 

(United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2004b) 

reaffirms the vital role of indigenous peoples in sustainable development. 

The Earth Charter recognizes the importance of preserving in all cultures 

traditional knowledge and spiritual wisdom that contribute to 

environmental protection and human well-being (Earth Charter Initiative, 

n.d.). Article 12 of the Earth Charter upholds the right of all, without 

discrimination, to a natural and social environment supportive of human 

dignity, bodily health, and spiritual well-being, with special attention to 

the rights of indigenous peoples and minorities. The principle suggests 

elimination of discrimination in all its forms, and affirms the right of 

indigenous peoples to their spirituality, knowledge, lands and resources 

related to their livelihoods. This also includes protection and restoration 

of outstanding places of cultural and spiritual significance. The 
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International Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (United 

Nations, 2007) recognises indigenous knowledge, cultures and traditional 

practices as important factors that need to be considered in sustainable 

and equitable development and proper management of the environment 

(United Nations, 2007). Article 18 of the declaration recognises that 

indigenous peoples have the right to participate in decision-making in 

matters that affect them. 

In view of the interrelationship between the natural environment and the 

cultural, social, economic and physical well-being of indigenous people, 

efforts to implement sustainable development need to accommodate and 

promote the role of indigenous people and their communities (United 

Nation Department of economic and Social Affairs, 2004a, Agenda 21, 

paragraph 26.1). This requires providing indigenous communities with a 

decisive voice in the decisions about natural resource use in their area. It 

involves the participation of indigenous communities in formulating 

decisions and policies on the management of the natural environment 

(Agenda 21, paragraph 26.3 b). The aim is to allow indigenous 

communities greater control over their lands, self-management of their 

resources and participation in development decisions affecting them, 

including, where appropriate, participation in the establishment or 

management of protected areas. To this end, Agenda 21 (paragraph 26.3 

a) recommends that; 

the lands of indigenous people and their communities 

should be protected from activities that are 

environmentally unsound or that the indigenous people 

concerned consider to be socially and culturally 

inappropriate;  

recognition of the values, traditional knowledge and 

resource management practices with a view to promoting 

environmentally sound and sustainable development;  

recognition that traditional and direct dependence on 

renewable resources and ecosystems, including 

sustainable harvesting, continues to be essential to the 

cultural, economic and physical well-being of indigenous 

communities  

where appropriate, arrangements be made to strengthen 

the active participation of indigenous communities in the 

national formulation of policies, laws and programmes 

relating to resource management and other development 

processes that may affect them, and their initiation of 

proposals for such policies and programmes;  
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involvement of indigenous communities at the national 

and local levels in resource management and conservation 

strategies and other relevant programmes established to 

support and review sustainable development strategies, 

such as those suggested in other programme areas of 

Agenda 21.  

A communitarian approach to accountability also entails accountability to 

the indigenous community. Accountability to indigenous people arises 

from the moral obligation to ratify and apply existing international 

consensus and declarations on indigenous rights, the protection of 

indigenous intellectual and cultural property, and the rights to preserve 

customary and administrative systems and practices; incorporation of the 

views and knowledge of indigenous people in natural resource 

management and conservation and in the design and implementation of 

policies and programmes. Although the Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples is not legally binding on states, it carries considerable 

moral force (IWGIA, 2007). Some countries like Australia, New Zealand, 

Canada and the United States prefer to deal with the issue in their own 

way instead of strictly adhering to the UN Declarations (Graham, 1998; 

IWGIA, 2007; Quentin-Baxter, 1998; Solomon, 1998; Te Atawhai 

Taiaroa, 1998). The United Nation‟s proclamation of the right of 

indigenous peoples to self-government in relation to their own affairs 

(IWGIA, n.d., Article 31 Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples) is especially troubling to these countries as it challenges the 

sovereignty of these nations. The solution to these complex issues appears 

to be an on-going dialogue, a living dialogue that will see, from time to 

time, compromises made between indigenous, non-indigenous 

communities, and public authorities. It requires changes in regulations, 

perceptions, values and ways of living in the communities. Issues would 

arise when the dialogue slows down or comes to a halt, so community 

participation and collaboration with public authorities become crucial in 

these circumstances. 

5.5 Information sharing and reporting to communities  

In the context of international declarations, everyone is a user and 

provider of information considered in a broad sense (United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2004a, Agenda 21, Chapter 

40, paragraph 40.1). Information sharing includes the establishment of 

networks for the exchange of experiences to help conserve land, water and 

forest resource (Chapter 32). The emphasis is on reporting to everyone on 

a wide range of environmental concerns in order to create symmetry of 

information at local, provincial, national and international levels (Agenda 

21, Chapter 41, Paragraph 40.19). The Rio Declaration (United Nations 
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2000, Rio Declaration principle 10) suggests that each individual shall 

have appropriate access to information concerning the environment that is 

held by public authorities. The Earth Charter (Earth Charter Initiative, 

n.d., Earth Charter principle 13) upholds the right of everyone to receive 

clear and timely information on environmental matters and all 

development plans and activities which are likely to affect them or in 

which they have an interest. The Earth Charter maintains that increased 

freedom, knowledge, and power carries with it increased responsibility to 

promote the common good (Earth Charter Initiative, n.d. Principle 2 Earth 

Charter). Conversely, ignorance or indifference can cause massive 

irreversible damage to the natural environment (United Nations 

Environment Programme, 1972, Principle 6, Stockholm Declaration).  

Reporting to communities and information sharing is aimed at creating 

awareness at grass root levels and building the capacity of communities to 

take part in development and policy decisions that affect them  (United 

Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2004a, Chapter 31 

Agenda 21). Information on environmental matters broadens the basis for 

an enlightened opinion and responsible conduct by individuals, 

enterprises and communities in protecting and improving the environment 

(United Nations Environment Programme, 1972; Principle 19, Stockholm 

Declaration, 1972). To achieve the objectives of reporting to 

communities, Agenda 21 (United Nations Department of Economic and 

Social Affairs, 2004a) recommends a wide range of different types of 

information to be made available to communities including: local 

knowledge, practices and project experiences so that local communities 

can make use of the lessons of the past (Chapter 32); information on 

detailed concrete cases where environmentally sound technologies were 

successfully developed and implemented (Chapter 34); information about 

the sources of available information (Chapter 40); information on the 

Earth's carrying capacity and the processes that could either impair or 

enhance its ability to support life (Chapter 35);  causes and consequences 

of environmental change (Chapter 35); environmental impacts of 

development options (Chapter 35); research results from universities and 

research institutions (Chapter 35); data on resource depletion (Chapter 

35), data on the status and trends of the planet's ecosystem, natural 

resource, pollution and socio-economic variables (Chapter 35); and 

various other forms of scientific information (Chapter 35). In this user-

oriented approach, users (including the local community) need to identify 

their information needs (Chapter 34).  

5.6 Provision of scientific information 

The international declarations on sustainable development emphasise the 

importance of scientific information as a basis for decision making.  The 
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importance of the interface between science and decision-making is well 

recognised in most international declarations on sustainable development. 

In particular, scientific information is increasingly being used in the 

search for feasible pathways towards sustainable development (United 

Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2004a, Agenda 21, 

paragraph 35.2). Principle 9 of the Rio Declaration recognises the 

importance of scientific understanding, through exchanges of scientific 

and technological knowledge, in order to improve decision making for 

sustainable development. The application of science and technology 

enables control of environmental risks and the solving of environmental 

problems (United Nations Economic Programme, 1972, Principle 18, 

Stockholm Declaration on the Human Environment). Principle 20 of the 

Stockholm Declaration recommends scientific research for solving 

environmental problems and for the free flow of up-to-date scientific 

information. Agenda 21 recommends that scientific information be made 

available widely and be better understood by the general public and 

decision makers in making policy decisions on sustainable development 

(Agenda 21, paragraph 31.1). In a similar vein, the International 

Conference on the Agenda of Science for Environment and Development 

into the 21st Century (ASCEND 21)5 recommends building a scientific 

basis for sustainable management, enhancing scientific understanding, 

improving long-term scientific assessment, and building up scientific 

capacity and capability in sustainable development (Pickering & Owen, 

1997). ASCEND 21 also recommends regular appraisal and 

communication of the most urgent environmental and developmental 

problems. Scientific information is also recommended as the fundamental 

basis for the formulation and selection of environmental and development 

policies and in working out of long-term strategies for development and in 

the management of the environment and development (United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2004a Agenda 21, Chapter 

35). 

Agenda 21 (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 

2004a) proposes two-way communication between the scientific 

community and the users of scientific information. The users of scientific 

information are policy makers, professionals in other fields and the local 

community (Agenda 21, Chapter 31). Information barriers (Parry et. al., 

2004), arising from language differences, can be bridged through 

information sharing between scientists and end users (Agenda 21, 

                                                 
5
 ASCEND 21 was convened by the International Council of Scientific Unions (ICSU) in 

November 1991. The ICSU is an international organisation consisting of scientific unions and 

scientific committees primarily concerned with the natural sciences. (Pickering & Owen, 
1997, p 671) 
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paragraph 35.22 d). The scientific community is to be responsive to the 

information needs and priorities of the local community and undertake 

research in these areas to generate the required information (Agenda 21, 

paragraph 35.7 g). Improved communication and cooperation between the 

scientific and technological community and decision makers is intended 

to facilitate greater use of scientific and technical information and 

knowledge in policies and programme implementation. A dialogue with 

the local community would assist the scientific and technological 

community in developing priorities for research (Agenda 21, paragraph 

31.2).  

Agenda 21 calls for the independence of the scientific and technological 

community to investigate and publish without restriction and to exchange 

their findings freely (Agenda 21, paragraph 31.1). The process of 

disseminating scientific information involves open sharing of data and 

information among scientists6, the general public and decision makers, 

and the publication of national scientific research reports and technical 

reports that are understandable and relevant to local sustainable 

development (Agenda 21, paragraph 31.4 e). Agenda 21 (Chapter 35) 

recommends the development of scientific and technological databases 

and networks, processing of data in unified formats and systems, and 

allowing communities full and open access to depository libraries of 

regional scientific and technological information networks. The process 

also includes compiling, analysing and publishing information on 

indigenous environmental and developmental knowledge.  

Agenda 21 (Chapter 26) considers research activities as an important 

mechanism for preparing information for decision making related to 

sustainable development. Agenda 21 (United Nations Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs, 2004a, Agenda 21 Chapter 35) calls for 

interdisciplinary research programmes and activities involving 

environmental sciences, indigenous knowledge, economics, social 

sciences, culture and so on.  This suggests that the interdisciplinary nature 

of sustainable development requires reporting on interdisciplinary 

information. It involves the roles of various parties in the preparation of 

information, including the contributions of scientists, planners, engineers, 

economists, other professionals and policy makers (Agenda 21 Chapter 

31, paragraph 31.1).  

 

                                                 
6
 The scientific and technological community  includes, among others, engineers, architects, 

industrial designers, urban planners and other professionals and policy makers, to make a 

more open and effective contribution to the decision-making processes concerning 

environment and development  (Agenda 21 Chapter 31 paragraph 31.1). 
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6. Reflections and conclusion 

The international declarations are prescriptive and provide a normative 

understanding of sustainable development. The international declarations, 

in particular the recommendations of Agenda 21, have significant 

influence on recent developments in local governance around the globe. 

Evidence of such significance has been provided by studies that indicate 

local initiatives to implement sustainable development have been 

influenced by Agenda 21(see the introductory paragraph for reference to 

the studies). Understanding the manifestation of communitarian and 

accountability themes in the international declarations contributed to the 

understanding of the communitarian approach to accountability for the 

common good. The declarations provide recommendations on local 

community participation in planning and policy making for sustainable 

development and suggest that everyone is responsible for the protection of 

the common good, such as the natural environment.  

The hermeneutic process adopted in the interpretation of the international 

declarations produced a synthesis of two horizons, that is, synthesis of 

communitarian ideology and broad conception of accountability. The 

synthesis contributes to the understanding of the communitarian 

conception of accountability. The interpretation suggests that several 

themes in the international declarations support the theoretical 

communitarian ideology including: the focus on the common good; joint 

responsibility for the common good; reporting to communities and 

creating awareness of threats to the common good; local community 

participation in planning and decision making; and collaboration between 

local communities and local authorities for safeguarding the common 

good. In the context of the international declarations the common good is 

articulated in terms of sustainable development with a primary emphasis 

on the protection of the natural environment. Although the international 

declarations generally acknowledge the need for an integrated approach to 

development, where economic development, social development and 

environmental protection are to be considered in decision making, the 

primary emphasis is environmental sustainability. This emphasis suggests 

that the international declarations are inclined towards a strong form of 

sustainability where economic considerations are subdued within 

environmental considerations. The international declarations point to the 

need for accountability for environmental sustainability because they 

primarily emphasise strong form of sustainability recognising the 

importance of the natural environment and ecological considerations in 

planning and policy making for sustainable development.  

Communitarian ideology continues to expand under the international 

declarations and has become intrinsic to the concept of sustainability. The 

international declarations promote a communitarian approach to 
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implementing sustainable development. The scope and meaning of 

„community” articulated in the international declarations appear to 

suggest the significance of a local community in the implementation of 

sustainable development at local government level. The local government 

is the level that is closest to the grassroots where action and 

implementation actually take place. The international declarations 

recommend local community involvement and the collaboration between 

local communities and local authorities in implementing sustainable 

development. Other communitarian themes that pervade the international 

declarations include: the existence of common concern, common good 

and shared values; mutual and collective responsibility to promote the 

common good; community participation in decision making; collaboration 

between local authorities and their communities; dialogue, consultation 

and consensus-building; and information sharing to create community 

awareness of environmental pollution. 

The communitarian approach to sustainable development stimulates a 

communitarian approach to accountability for environmental 

sustainability. The ideology of sustainable development, as it has evolved 

in the international declarations, provides a strong theoretical framework 

for developing the meaning of a communitarian approach to 

accountability. Behn‟s (2000) notion of 360 degree responsibility and 

accountability becomes intelligible in the context of the international 

declarations. The international declarations imply that everyone is 

accountable to everyone else for the common good, with joint 

responsibility and accountability for the natural environment and 

environmental sustainability. Accountability also involves reporting on 

environmental and social impacts of human activities to create awareness. 

In sustainable development, everyone is a user and provider of 

information (Agenda 21, paragraph 40.1). Information is intended to 

empower local communities to participate in dialogue, planning and 

policy making processes for sustainable development. Accountability is 

implicated in international declarations for joint responsibility to 

undertake actions to protect the natural environment or to refrain from 

carrying out activities that degrade the natural environment. The 

international declarations emphasise the moral obligation and mutual 

responsibility of governments, businesses and local communities to 

protect the natural environment while promoting economic and social 

development. The responsibility includes the responsibility of statutory 

authorities to implement sustainable development, undertake consultation, 

and promote community participation.  

The international declarations expand on broad conceptions of 

accountability. The concept of accountability is not limited to 

accountability relationships between corporations and their stakeholders, 

but also involves a wider environment covering collaboration between 
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local communities, public authorities and businesses and, from a global 

perspective, the international community. The subject matter of 

accountability is not limited to the financial bottom line but extends to 

issues of common concern such as environmental degradation, the 

economic and social development of communities, and the rights of 

indigenous communities. Reporting is not limited in terms of financial 

information but the emphasis is more on scientific information as a basis 

for decision making. Again, accountability is not limited to the process of 

account giving but includes other dimensions such as dialogue and 

relational responsiveness at various levels, including local grass roots and 

international levels. When environmental sustainability becomes 

collective responsibility, accountability acquires broader meanings than 

those stipulated in conventional wisdom. Confining the meaning of 

accountability to “account giving” becomes outdated as there are 

numerous parties involved – some giving account, some monitoring and 

some making policies. The international declarations supplemented the 

theoretical pre-understandings and provided additional insights on the 

communitarian approach to accountability.  

Some themes inherent in the international declarations pose challenges to 

the communitarian model. The prevalence of indigenous rights can cause 

segregation of the local community and can result in failure to achieve 

joint consensus on decisions. Generally, the international declarations 

regard the values of the indigenous communities as important 

considerations in any decisions related to sustainable development. For 

instance, the UN Declaration on Rights of Indigenous People 

recommends that special consideration be given to the rights and values of 

indigenous communities decisions related to development. Providing such 

special consideration may cause segregation in local communities which 

consist of indigenous and non-indigenous people. Special rights accorded 

to the minorities often reduce the majority to second-class citizens 

(Kymlicka & Norman, 2000). The communitarian approach to local 

governance and accountability may become challenging in diverse 

communities. Under such a challenging situation, adopting the dialogic 

approach ((Bebbington et al 2007; Brown, 2009; Dillard and Roselander, 

2011) may provide a plausible means for reflecting on how “minority 

rights and multiculturalism affect the virtues and practices of democratic 

citizenship” and how “citizenship and civic virtues affect the rights and 

virtues of ethno cultural minorities” (Kymlicka & Norman, 2000). It is 

important to determine whether minority rights are consistent with 

principles of justice and democratic citizenship (Kymlicka & Norman, 

2000). Some ways suggested by Kymlicka & Norman (2000) for 

managing differences and dealing with cultural diversity include 

multicultural integration through recognition of ethno cultural identities in 
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common institutions; exemptions from laws that penalize or burden 

cultural practices; and self-government for indigenous groups;  

Another challenge to local communities is the emphasis in the 

international declarations on scientific information as a primary basis for 

decision making.  Local communities may not have the ability to 

comprehend scientific information or to take part in decisions that are 

made on the basis of scientific findings. There is the risk of scientific 

knowledge becoming the dominant influence in decision making resulting 

in asymmetry of power where scientists and groups that employ scientists 

dominate discussions in the public sphere and steer Local Agenda 21 in a 

certain direction. Furthermore, it is not clear how sciences can integrate 

with the traditional knowledge of indigenous people. Modern scientific 

knowledge may overshadow any other form of knowledge which is not 

based on science.  

Directions for future research can consider how the recommendations of 

the international declarations have been incorporated into local 

governance of countries attempting to promote sustainable development 

and local community participation in sustainable development.  
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