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 Summary 

 The present report analyses 
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 • Mobilization and allocation of resources to drive sustainable development.  

 The report makes the case that integrating the economic, social and 

environmental dimensions of sustainable development more systematically will 

enhance the capacity of the United Nations system to support Member States in taking 

forward the United Nations post-2015 development agenda and sustainable 

development goals. 
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integration and a balanced consideration of social, economic and environmental 
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standard, specific extension pertaining to energy, water, and land and 

ecosystems could be instrumental in addressing a number of Rio+20 

outcomes.  

 The World Bank is working on several approaches that seek to 

strengthen sustainability at the country level by moving beyond gross 

domestic product (GDP) to evaluate economic performance, including 

genuine savings and wealth accounting. This effort is being bolstered by 

the Wealth Accounting and Valuation of Ecosystem Services (WAVES) 

Partnership. 

 

 

 

19. The General Assembly quadrennial comprehensive policy review of United 

Nations system operational activities for development has pointed to ways of using 

operational activities to help Governments to embark on sustainable development 

paths. 

us
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and services derived from native biodiversity. Over 19 countries are 

involved in the BioTrade Initiative, which provides a potential source of 

jobs and income, export diversification, and rural development and 

improved livelihoods of rural and local communities.  

 In its monitoring and evaluation of projects, the World Bank uses 

core sector indicators to measure a project ’s sustainability with respect to 

infrastructure, environmental resource management, urbanization and 

social development. It is also reviewing its results measurement system 

for concessional financing.  

 

 

 

22. Efforts have also been made to assess the environmental impact in United 

Nations system facilities and operations practices, including travel, procurement and 

the use of information technology (see box 4 below).  

23. The United Nations climate neutrality strategy initiated and, to some degree, 

coordinated system-wide reporting and greening activities. However, it is still largely 

up to individual agencies to implement significant greening schemes. The 

development of a system-wide environmental management system, recently endorsed 

by the High-level Committee on Management, should help to coordinate revisions of 

operational modalities that are required across the system (see box 4 below).  

 

 

Box 4 

Reducing the carbon footprint of the United Nations 

 Major efforts to reduce the carbon footprint of the United Nations 

have been undertaken by the UNEP Sustainable United Nations facility, 

which coordinates and supports the implementation of the United Nations 

climate neutrality strategy. 

 To date, five United Nations organizations have achieved climate 

neutrality through a combination of emissions reduction and offsetting: 

the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (Climate 

Change Secretariat), the United Nations Office for Project Services 

(UNOPS), UNEP, UNDP headquarters and the World Bank Group. 

 In April 2013, the United Nations System Chief Executives Board for 

Coordination (CEB) committed to the development and implementation of 

environmental management systems in each organization with a goal to 

further reduce the Organization’s footprint (see para. 67 below). 

 

 

 

24. A thorough review of the internal structures and workflows of United Nations 

system organizations would be needed in order to better understand how to 

overcome the sectoral boundaries that hinder achieving a more integrated approach. 

Divisions or offices on sustainable development often exist in parallel to sectoral 

divisions. It is important to understand how such structures can best work together, 

along with strategic planning units, in ensuring that consideration of all three 

dimensions of sustainable development takes place throughout the organization.  
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25. Regardless of whether adequate structures are in place, staff at all levels often 

lack the capacity and resources to truly undertake integrated approaches in 

supporting analytical work, policy development and operations.  

26. Overall, sustainable development is not only about ensuring that economic, 

social and environmental perspectives are reflected in the strategic planning process 

of United Nations organizations but that together, these perspectives form a holistic 

way of “doing business”, a process of thinking at all levels that guides the kind of 

strategic planning and operational choices that follow. The application of an 

integrated and sustainable approach for decision-making in the United Nations 

system is currently uneven, revealing an institutional gap between policy and 

practice.  

 

 

 IV. Sustainable development at the country, regional and  
global levels 
 

 

27. At the Rio+20 Conference, it was recognized that coordination among United 

Nations system entities in the economic, social and environmental areas can 
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33. In 2012, a significant number of Governments reported greater alignment 

between country priorities and United Nations Development Assistance Frameworks. 

This shows a movement towards integrating priorities and objectives at the country 

level that should aid in furthering sustainable development in countries where 

planning documents integrate sustainable development.6 

34. In the area of programming, the United Nations Development Group has 

defined environmental sustainabilit

http://www.undg.org/docs/11473/UNDG-GuidanceNote_ClimateChange-July2011.pdf
http://www.undg.org/docs/11473/UNDG-GuidanceNote_ClimateChange-July2011.pdf
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review, nearly 20 per cent of Governments and United Nations country teams noted 

that sustainable development is among the areas most susceptible to competition 

among United Nations agencies for financial resources.  

36. Cooperation between United Nations country teams and international financial 

institutions remains relatively weak. For example, only 5.5 per cent of United Nations 

country team 
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Services”. It provides guidance for establishing a regular international 

monitoring and reporting framework to promote sustainable development 

and water resources management. 

 The Joint United Nations Industrial Development Organization 

(UNIDO)-UNEP Programme on Resource Efficiency and Cleaner 

Production promotes the implementation of resource-efficient practices 

and green tec
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sustainable development created at Rio+20. 8  Regional conferences of specialized 

agencies have also proved to be effective in mainstreaming policy and programmes 

since they bring together cross-sectoral and multidisciplinary actors under a 

government-driven platform. 

43. A study 
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Nations. However, they currently maintain sectoral divisions and committees, making 

the integration of the three dimensions in their work challenging. There is an 

awareness of this obstacle and plans to evolve structures in at least the Asia-Pacific 

region have been made. Some regional commissions, such as ESCWA, are having 

sectoral divisions lead on multisectoral issues; for example, its Social Development 

Division is leading on small and medium-sized enterprises and capacities to sustain 

rural livelihoods and employment. ESCWA’s workplan for 2014/15 is more integrated 

than those of previous years because of increased inter-divisional consultations. 

48. The 2011 study mentioned in paragraph 43 above identified a need for better 

integration of the three dimensions of sustainable development. Its recommendations 

include the need for a coherent regional strategy for development; further 

development of the regional coordination mechanisms as vehicles for policy and 

programme coordination at the levels of heads of agencies and senior officials; and 

greater coherence and cohesiveness between the work of regional coordination 

mechanisms and regional United Nations Development Group teams.  

49. The 2011 study also identified a significant degree of engagement by United 

Nations organizations with non-United Nations regional intergovernmental bodies 

and entities. This helps to inject sustainable development approaches in ot her 

forums and enrich the United Nations approach through learning from other 

experiences. 

 

 

 C.  Integrating the three dimensions of sustainable development at the 

global level  
 

 

  Intergovernmental bodies  
 

50. At the global level, the integration of the three dimensions of sustainable 

development in the work of the United Nations system should be bolstered by the 

guidance of the General Assembly, the Economic and Social Council and its 

subsidiary bodies, the United Nations Environment Assembly of UNEP and the 

governing bodies of United Nations system organizations.  

51. A cursory review of a few intergovernmental decisions in recent years shows 

that consideration of sustainable and/or integrated development approaches has not 

been systematic.  

52. The Ge
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54. Ensuring coherent intergovernmental guidance on sustainable development is 

complicated by each United Nations system organization having its own governing 

body. Decisions by executive boards of funds and programmes and governing 

bodies of specialized agencies also often do not systematically integrate the three 

dimensions of sustainable development.  

55. Such considerations led the Rio+20 Conference to launch a major change in 

the institutional framework for sustainable development. It emphasized the need to 

improve implementation, coordination, coherence and integration of the three 

dimensions of sustainable development.  

56. A cornerstone of this reform was the decision to establish a high-level political 

forum 
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 (d) 
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 VI. Conclusions and recommendations  
 

 

78. Today’s development realities challenge the United Nations system to work 

across its own structures and mandates and to better integrate economic, social and 

environmental concerns into its policy, programmatic and operational activities.  

79. The present report has shown that coordination mechanisms and policies are 

increasingly in place to support an integrated approach but that, in many cases, 

much more needs to be achieved. Sustainable development has grown from theory 

to good practice, but the impact of the United Nations system’s interventions has not 

been systematically captured to aid institutional learning. The breadth of what 

sustainable development means for the full range of United Nations system 

activities has not yet been fully grasped.  

80. The development community is on the cusp of an historic opportunity, since a 

new overarching development agenda and sustainable development goals are being 

developed. These will play a critical role as guideposts for nationally owned policies,  

international cooperation and the work of the United Nations system. The system 

must be ready to support their implementation when they are agreed upon in 2015.  

81. The high-level political forum created at the Rio+20 Conference could have a 

key role in reviewing the sustainable development goals and the post-2015 

development agenda and in spurring an integrated approach to economic, social and 

environmental dimensions throughout the United Nations system bodies and 

organizations. The United Nations system must mobilize to support its role in the 

most effective way.  

 

  Recommendations  
 

82. Within this broad context, a few steps could be taken in the future, with 

guidance from Member States:  

 (a) A road map for accelerating the integration of the three dimensions of 

sustainable development in the work of the United Nations system would provide a 

useful framework for action. This could involve recommendations for developing a 

framework based on the environment and social sustainability framework initiated 

by the Environment Management Group;  

 (b) The Secretary-General could report to the high-level political forum on 

progress by the United Nations system in integrating the three dimensions of 

sustainable development in its work. In general, reporting could start in 2014 and 

include an account of how the United Nations system will help the Secretariat to 

support the high-level political forum and of progress on developing the above-

mentioned road map. A subsequent report in 2015 could outline a road map and 

framework for integrating the three dimensions of sustainable development in the 

work of the United Nations system. Following that, the Secretary-General could 

report every two years on the topic;  

 (c) As Member States engage in the development of a new generation of 

strategic plans for 2014-




