
What is sustainability?

A Kenyan farmer in the Mount Kenya region. Women in Kenya used to have limited rights, but for years they have been able to

take on a bigger role in farming. This increase in gender equality has gone hand in hand with more sustainable farming practices.
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Sustainability is the capacity of the earth's natural systems and human cultural systems to

survive, flourish and adapt to changing environmental conditions for many years into the future.

Life on Earth has existed for billions of years while humans have only existed for a fraction of that

time. Still, there is increasing scientific evidence that human activity has seriously degraded the

natural resources and ecosystems provided by the earth. For example, people have used

renewable resources like trees and soil faster than nature can restore them.

The challenge for humans is to learn how to live more sustainably to preserve the earth and

human systems for future generations.
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The Three Pillars Of Sustainability

Achieving sustainability means considering and balancing three concerns known as the three

pillars of sustainability. These three concerns are the environment, economy and society.

The first pillar is the environment. It involves making sure that humans consume the earth's

natural resources at a sustainable rate and in a way that does not damage the earth's

ecosystems.

The second pillar is the economy, which addresses the need for current and future jobs, and

economic growth. It also addresses the need for businesses to use resources efficiently and

responsibly for the long term.

The third pillar is society, and it focuses on the social well-being of people living in a community,

country and around the world. Providing equal opportunities for all people, reducing poverty and

preserving peace ensure social justice, for example.

The three pillars of sustainability are connected to and dependent on one another, which means

people need to engage in systems thinking. That means understanding how the different systems

are interconnected, the relationships within systems, and how changes can affect many parts of a

system.

For example: When creating a plan for sustainable agriculture, the needs of the land

(environment), farmers (economy) and community (society) must all be considered. The plan

must allow farmers to generate profits and support farming families at a reasonable standard of

living. At the same time, it needs to consider the effects of farming on the environment, including

erosion, soil health and water use or pollution. The sustainable agriculture plan also should

address society by considering the community's needs, including treating workers and farm

animals humanely and providing safe, nutritious food.

History Of Sustainability

In 1987, the United Nations Environment Commission defined sustainable development as

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

generations to meet their own needs.” The Commission submitted a report to the United Nations

(UN). The report was called Our Common Future. The report introduced the topic of sustainable

development and made it a major policy consideration for national and international governments.

The idea of sustainable development was further defined at the UN Conference on Environment

and Development (UNCED). The conference was held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. People at the

conference wanted to help governments around the world rethink economic development, find

ways to stop the destruction of natural resources that cannot be replaced, and reduce pollution.
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After the UNCED, hundreds of organizations and thousands of people helped create a document

named the Earth Charter, which came out in 2000. It outlines the framework for building a just,

sustainable and peaceful global society for the future. The Earth Charter calls for people

worldwide to create a global partnership for sustainability and attempts to provide a new

framework for thinking about these issues.

And in 2012, there was the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, where

world leaders, people from the business community and other groups gathered. They gathered to

discuss how to protect the environment on an increasingly crowded planet. But they also

discussed how to reduce poverty, advance social equity and protect the environment.

Sustainability Vs. Sustainable Development

Sustainability can be thought of as a long-term, constant goal. Sustainable development involves

the programs and policies that people, governments and organizations can use to achieve the

goal of sustainability, particularly regarding the economic pillar.

Challenges To Sustainability

One of the main challenges to sustainability is extreme poverty. According to the 2013 UN's

World Economic and Social Survey 2013, more than one billion people are living in extreme

poverty worldwide, defined as living on less than $1.25 per day. People and communities facing

extreme poverty may make choices to reduce poverty and grow economies that are not

sustainable. Additionally, people in extreme poverty face hunger. To reduce hunger, food

production will have to increase 70 percent globally to feed an additional 2.3 billion people by

2050. This will put more pressure on land, water and biodiversity resources.

At the same time, rapid urbanization worldwide is another challenge to sustainable development

and sustainability. Increasing attention to growing cities in a sustainable way will be critical. Here

are some important numbers to keep in mind: According to a 2013 UN survey, more than 6.25

billion people will be living in cities by 2050. And from the years 2000 to 2050, developing

countries could add 3.2 billion new residents to cities. A lot of issues need to be addressed, like

how land is used, how jobs are created and issues related to economic disparity. Other issues to

consider are transportation and infrastructure development, biodiversity and water conservation,

energy needs, education, health care and housing.

In addition, climate change and damage to the environment worldwide have hindered

sustainability efforts. Climate change resulting from greenhouse gases in the atmosphere is

leading to warming temperatures globally, a threat to environmental sustainability.
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Achieving Sustainability

What will it take to achieve sustainability? It requires people, businesses, organizations and

governments to work together to balance economic, social and environmental needs to preserve

the earth's natural systems and human cultural systems for future generations.
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Quiz

1 Read the following sentence from the section "Challenges To Sustainability".

A lot of issues need to be addressed, like how land is used, how jobs are
created and issues related to economic disparity. 

Which phrases from the article help to explain what "economic disparity" means?

(A) "rapid urbanization" and "sustainable development"

(B) "extreme poverty" and "less than $1.25 per day"

(C) "climate change" and "warming temperatures globally"

(D) "how land is used" and "biodiversity and water conservation"

2 What is the meaning of the phrase "nutritious food" as used in the following sentence from the section

"The Three Pillars Of Sustainability"?

The sustainable agriculture plan also should address society by
considering the community's needs, including treating workers and farm
animals humanely and providing safe, nutritious food.

(A) food that is more sustainable but treats workers unfairly

(B) food that is unhealthy and uses a lot of resources

(C) food that needs a lot of water to produce and is not good for humans to eat

(D) food that is healthy and able to support human life

3 Read the final paragraph of the article.

Why does the author choose to conclude the article with this paragraph?

(A) to summarize the argument presented in the article

(B) to highlight one aspect of the argument from the article

(C) to contrast two arguments presented in the article

(D) to introduce a new solution to the problem addressed in the article

This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com. 5



4 Read the sentences from the introduction [paragraph 1] and "Challenges To Sustainability." 

Still, there is increasing scientific evidence that human activity has
seriously degraded the natural resources and ecosystems provided by
the Earth.

People and communities facing extreme poverty may make choices to
reduce poverty and grow economies that are not sustainable.
Additionally, people in extreme poverty face hunger. 

How does the relationship between these two sentences help to develop the MAIN idea of the article?

(A) The first sentence provides an example of one consequence of unsustainable

living, while the second explains an alternative course of action. Together they

represent conflicting arguments about sustainability.

(B) The first sentence provides a description of the principles of sustainability, while

the second shows specific examples of these policies. Together they prove that

sustainable development is possible.

(C) The first sentence introduces a general idea, while the second provides a rationale

for this behavior. Taken together they explain why moving toward sustainable

development is challenging.

(D) The first sentence explains the history of the sustainability movement, while the

second cites recent challenges. Together they compare sustainability efforts over

time.
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