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The paper examines how various aspects of sustainable 
development, law and economics are connected and outlines 
the importance of using different approaches to deal with all 
the challenges seen in the world today. The paper explains 
the development of sustainable development in global law 
from how it was first mentioned in global policy frameworks 

to its implementation in international treaties and the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It looks at the way 
legal principles—including precaution, equity and 
participation—have entered environmental management and 
how there has been a change in economic thinking from 

emphasizing growth alone to also valuing social and 
environmental costs and embracing circular economy plans. 

The evidence stresses that blending economic instruments, 
rules and inclusive structures is necessary to attain 
sustainability and justice between generations. However, the 
paper finds that there are still problems like confusing 
policies, unequal access and slow progress within 
institutions, explaining that progress requires further 
research, legal reforms, flexibility from economies and more 

global teamwork. Finally, the review states that achieving 
sustainable development for everyone now and in the future 
depends on properly integrating legal, economic and policy 
approaches. 
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1. Introduction 
 

In the modern age, the idea of sustainable development directs global discussions by 

uniting economic, environmental and social aims. Its main goal is to care for needs now and 

to ensure the safety of generations to come (Atkinson et al., 2014; Rogers et al., 2012). 

The idea came from the landmark Brundtland Report and it has since evolved through 

global agreements, becoming engrained in laws, economy and policy decisions (Atapattu, 

2018; Schrijver, 2008). 

 

Its wide meaning shows both how strong and how challenging sustainable 

development is. Initial exchanges highlighted that development should not jeopardize the 

https://journals.internationalrasd.org/index.php/clts
mailto:azhar.bhatti219@gmail.com
https://doi.org/10.52131/ctls.2023.0301.0022
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6797-5131
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7539-1427
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4347-4890
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7382-9918


Muhammad Azhar Bhatti, Muhammad Atif Nawaz, Tusawar Iftikhar Ahmad, Altaf Hussain 

 

123 
 

 

ability of upcoming generations to have their own needs met (World Commission on 

Environment and Development, 1987, as quoted in (Atapattu, 2018). Because of this, 

people and communities around the world have aimed to achieve a balance between 

nature, justice and the economy—represented by the three pillars: sustainability (Atkinson 

et al., 2014; Pawłowski, 2009). Despite their importance, implementing these aims 

together in various nations has proven tough and tends to highlight clashes between 

accelerating the economy, preserving the environment and reaching out to all segments of 

society (Beckerman, 2017; Daly, 2006). 

 

Sustainable development’s progress in law includes a number of achievements that 

have formed the worldwide rules and systems guiding action. In 1992, the United Nations 

Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro put sustainable 

development into international law by drafting the Rio Declaration and Agenda 21 (Sands, 

1994; Voigt, 2009). Because of these legal achievements, the United Nations adopted the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in 2000 and the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) in 2015 (Gupta, 2002; Stevens & Kanie, 2016). Moreover, the SDGs provide a clear 

and all-encompassing plan, aimed at improving poverty, economics and also the 

environment, as well as security, justice and solid institutions (Gupta & Arts, 2017; Stevens 

& Kanie, 2016). 

 

In this situation, law helps and restricts at the same time. International, national and 

subnational laws support the implementation of sustainability programs (Barral, 2012; 

Boyle & Freestone, 2001). Sustainable development is now often seen as a legal concept—

even called an “evolutive legal norm”—which shows how it affects the drafting of 

international treaties, investment agreements and laws at the national level (Barral, 2012; 

Leal-Arcas, 2018; Schrijver & Weiss, 2004). Giving environmental and cultural rights to 

natural things, as the recent New Zealand law has done, shows how law may help include 

such values in governing systems (Barrett et al., 2020). 

 

In addition, economic analysis now plays a vital role in working towards 

sustainability. Conventional paradigms in economics are based on the idea of unlimited 

growth and can easily switch between resources. However, these ideas do not address the 

serious problems caused by damage to the environment and the shortage of some 

resources (Beckerman, 2015; Daly, 2007; Goodland & Ledec, 1987). The arrival of 

ecological economics and approaches like strong sustainability and the circular economy has 

called these assumptions into question by proposing overall measures of well-being and 

development (Lawn, 2000; Rodriguez-Anton et al., 2022; Romeiro, 2012). 

 

According to Driesen (2006); Sterner (1994), taxes, subsidies, tradable permits and 

property rights are well-known tools for including environmental costs in business activities 

and spurring sustainable behavior. The EKC hypothesis which argues for a change in the 

link between economic growth and the environment, has sparked controversy and led to 

unique forms of policy making (Cole, 1999; Pearce et al., 2013). There are also problems 

with trying to use economic thinking to solve sustainability issues. Experts worry that 

markets, by themselves, will not create equitable and environmentally safe results unless 

there are rules and institutions to help (Daly, 2006). 

 

The role of law and economics in governance is most easily recognized when it 

concerns global issues like climate change, loss of biodiversity and water shortage (Conti & 

Gupta, 2015; Handl, 1998). Examples of this include multilateral agreements, global 

environmental groups and regional packs, all helping to align what different nations need 

with action by everyone (Haas et al., 2020; Voigt, 2009). In this context, supporting the 

notion of polycentric governance is important which calls for coordination among several 

levels and groups to appreciate the challenges and grow stronger (Gatto, 2022; Graaf et 

al., 1996). 

 

 

An important aspect in ecological literature is encouraging approaches that go 

beyond single disciplines and unite different fields. Many scholars now suggest that legal, 

economic and policy tools must evolve together, putting a strong focus on including all 
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stakeholders, considering ethics and social learning (Jensen, 2007; Pawłowski, 2009; Payne 

& Raiborn, 2001). In addition to strict rules and markets, stability in sustainable 

development also depends on openness, fairness and a feeling of belonging for everyone 

(McGoldrick, 1996). 

 

In short, the 21st century is bringing both great difficulties and significant 

possibilities for sustainable development. Law, economics and policy working together offer 

many opportunities for innovation, but it is important to stay alert so sustainability is not 

weakened in action (Beckerman, 2017; Dernbach & Cheever, 2015). The review will prove 

that, to navigate the challenges of sustainable development in a fast-changing 

environment, we need approaches that use both law and economics. 

 

2. The Evolution of Sustainable Development in International Law 
 

International law has seen the idea of sustainable development become much 

stronger, shifting from a broad aim to a key rule for managing the world. The beginnings of 

environmental economics went back to the 1972 Stockholm Declaration which highlighted 

the problem of balancing economic and environmental interests. However, the idea of 

sustainable development was made clear when the Brundtland Report titled “Our Common 

Future” was published in 1987 (Atapattu, 2018; Schrijver, 2008). 

 

After the paradigm shift, sustainable development became an important principle in 

international law which was confirmed at UNCED in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. The Rio 

Declaration and Agenda 21 pointed out that economic, social and environmental goals are 

linked and taught us to be considerate of people living in the future and to take precaution 

when needed (Sands, 1994; Voigt, 2009). Furthermore, the documents expressed states’ 

goals to value sustainability in national policies, laws and agreements with other countries 

(Boyle & Freestone, 2001). 

 

In the following years, sustainable development became more deeply established in 

the law. The term sustainable development was first included by international courts and 

tribunals as a norm that could grow and adapt to new facts and society’s values (Barral, 

2012; Schrijver & Weiss, 2004). In the past, sustainability was often not part of major 

treaties, but today, this is no longer the case, with treaties such as the UNFCCC and 

Convention on Biological Diversity promoting it (Handl, 1998; Leal-Arcas, 2018). Moreover, 

sustainability is now recognized as a basic principle of international law thanks to its 

implementation in the International Court of Justice and other dispute settlement bodies 

(Barral, 2012). 

 

The adoption of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in 2000 and, most 

importantly, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 made a big difference in 

how sustainable development is developed legally (Gupta & Vegelin, 2016; Stevens & 

Kanie, 2016). The SDGs were designed as a global agenda to show that all areas of 

progress are equally important and need action from all parts of the world. As a result, 

sustainability is now included in national constitutions, statutes and local laws more often, 

helping it to take root across the globe (Atapattu, 2018; Barrett et al., 2020). 

 

Legal experts describe sustainable development as a principle that holds functions in 

both treatment and decision-making in international law. It requires environmental 

decision-making to involve different groups, include stakeholders and use precautionary 

and preventive approaches (Mauerhofer, 2016; Schrijver, 2008). On the other side, it 

ensures that decisions based on existing laws always consider the needs for sustainability, 

mainly when there is a clash between economic groups and protecting the environment 

(Ross, 2013; Voigt, 2009). 

 

Over the past few years, new laws have helped to expand what is considered 

sustainable development. It’s now common for many nations to recognize rivers and 

forests, much like humans, in their laws, as seen recently in New Zealand (Barrett et al., 

2020). This development once again proves that sustainable development as a legal idea 

can adjust and respond to new challenges across the globe. 
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Throughout its history, sustainable development in international law has moved from 

ideas to actual practices. It has become necessary for nations to unite, create proper 

policies and ensure everyone lives in a socially and politically stable world. 

 

3. Economic Perspectives on Sustainable Development 
 

The economic aspect of sustainable development has changed a lot due to ongoing 

discussions on balancing growth, resources and the environment. In past decades, 

mainstream economics mainly concentrated on achieving the highest growth and efficiency, 

leaving environmental and social dangers caused by uncontrolled growth aside (Beckerman, 

2015; Goodland & Ledec, 1987). This approach, following Hicks and Samuelson, was 

challenged after scientists pointed out that the Earth has boundaries and that the world’s 

important resources will run out if not managed correctly (Daly, 2006; Romeiro, 2012). 

 

In response to these problems, ecological economics promotes a model that values 

the economy’s place in the environment and sees long-term ecological health as more 

important than quick profits (Daly, 2007; Lawn, 2000). For this framework, sustainability is 

reached by sustaining key natural resources, encouraging the recycling of resources and 

focusing on improving lives instead of only measuring production (Lawn, 2000; Rodriguez-

Anton et al., 2022). Ecological economists highlight that we cannot keep growing all the 

time on a limited planet and call for new ways of running economies and measuring how 

things really fit together (Daly, 2006; Vivien, 2008). 

 

The Environmental Kuznets Curve is often used to show that environmental hazards 

increase at the start of economic growth, but later improve when investments are made in 

environmental technology and regulations (Cole, 1999). While some cases reveal an 

Extended Korzeniewski Curve, critics argue that it is not always true, because it does not 

apply to major issues such as biodiversity loss and climate change (Munda, 1997; Pearce et 

al., 2013). Improvements for the environment at wealthy levels hardly benefit every 

country and sometimes shift the risks to poorer nations or unborn generations. 

 

According to modern economic ideas, greater emphasis is put on making people or 

businesses pay for the negative effects of their actions on the environment and society with 

tools such as pricing carbon, allowing for trade in pollution permits and levying green taxes 

(Driesen, 2006; Polasky et al., 2019; Sterner, 1994). Their goal is to deal with problems in 

markets, inspire inventive thinking and raise awareness of caring for the environment. Yet, 

market-based strategies are not enough by themselves. Economic policies intended to 

preserve the environment and promote justice should only be used if there are effective 

regulations, strong institutions and inclusive government systems (as stated by Daly 

(2006); Payne and Raiborn (2001) and further described by Gupta and Arts (2017). 

 

In short, the way economists look at sustainable development has changed from 

focusing only on growth to seeing the connections among the economy, society and 

environment. It is now widely agreed that considering ecology, fairness and future strength 

in economic decisions and policies makes sustainability more achievable in the 21st 

century. 

 

4. The Role of Law in Advancing Sustainable Development 
 

Sustainable development relies on the role of law to give direction through its rules, 

processes and organizations that promote greater fairness and strong communities. Laws 

established by the international community, nations and subnational regions outline the 

actions needed to sustain resources, safeguard the environment and support equal and fair 

outcomes for societies (Barral, 2012; Boyle & Freestone, 2001). 

 

Law ensures that basic ideas related to sustainability, like the precautionary, polluter 

pays, public participation and intergenerational equity principles, are clearly and firmly 

recognized in society (Mauerhofer, 2016; Schrijver & Weiss, 2004). Following these ideas, 

leaders can carefully add environmental concerns to the decisions they make and the plans 

they create. In other words, concerns about possible environmental effects should not stop 
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us from taking preventive steps and the ones causing the harm to the environment are 

required to deal with the resulting costs (Ross, 2013; Voigt, 2009). 

 

Laws and rulings help courts and administrative organizations punish anyone who 

breaks the rules to protect the environment (Brown, 1995; Hodas, 1998). This covers 

environmental assessments, rules for controlling pollution, rules on land usage and ways for 

people to take legal action for the public good. Across many parts of the world, 

environmental rights have been written into laws and constitutions, so that individuals can 

use the courts to seek protection and help (Ross, 2013; Segger, 2004). 

 

In the international arena, groups of countries and their agreements work together 

to bring uniformity in actions and support partnership on challenges that cross borders such 

as climate change, loss of biodiversity and shared water (Handl, 1998; Voigt, 2009). Among 

other things, the UNFCCC and Convention on Biological Diversity require parties to make 

sure the objectives of sustainable development are included in their legal systems and how 

they function (Leal-Arcas, 2018; Schrijver, 2008). 

 

Recent advancements in the law better illustrate the way law and sustainability are 

developing together. In fact, by giving legal status to rivers in some countries such as New 

Zealand’s Whanganui River, authorities indicate they are willing to include indigenous and 

ecological ideas in their legislation (Barrett et al., 2020). By doing this, the law is moving 

towards becoming open to various beliefs and values when dealing with sustainability. 

 

The law, in essence, defines acceptable behavior and additionally helps bring about 

important shifts by providing tools for accountability, participation and creativity. Since 

challenges in sustainable development are growing, law acts as a key tool for ensuring 

cooperation, adaptation and fair treatment. 

 

5. Integrative Approaches: Bridging Law, Economics, and Policy 
 

Integrating law, economics and policy is now more important than ever for achieving 

sustainable development in the 21st century. These days, it is clear that solving the 

complex and interconnected problems of climate change, poverty, a loss in biodiversity and 

the use-up of resources requires a blending of different disciplines (Daly, 2006; Jensen, 

2007). It is therefore important to use legal frameworks, economic tools and innovative 

thinking when promoting sustainability in various levels. 

 

The recognition that sustainable development must be both approached with values 

and enforced in practice is a key aspect of integrative approaches. The foundational and 

control mechanisms come from law, analytical strategies and market options from 

economics and the design and implementation of solutions take place in policies (Payne & 

Raiborn, 2001; Polasky et al., 2019). As a result, we see more governance systems that 

rely on collaboration among various government and community groups (Gatto, 2022; 

Graaf et al., 1996). Working with many centers allows governments, businesses, 

communities and civil society to cooperate, making communities more adaptable and ready 

to tackle challenges. 

 

Circular economy concepts and ecosystem-based planning are being embraced 

increasingly as part of this approach. They use legal requirements, ensure there are 

economic rewards and support community involvement to improve the use and 

preservation of resources and decrease pollution (Bastos Lima et al., 2017; Rodriguez-

Anton et al., 2022). Moreover, policies aimed at addressing climate change now include 

economic measures such as carbon pricing along with legal regulations and involve 

stakeholders, to help meet the broader goals of sustainability, (Dooley & Kartha, 2017; 

Driesen, 2006). 

 

 

It is also important for integrative medicine to promote inclusivity and justice 

because inequality and the risk of excluding vulnerable members remain problems (Amri & 

Sihotang, 2023; Gupta, 2002). Socially focused strategies in sustainable development work 
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to make sure that the benefits of sustainability reach everyone and that ethical values 

influence both law and economics (McGoldrick, 1996; Payne & Raiborn, 2001). 

 

To address challenges in sustainability transitions, adaptive governance and 

learning-focused policies are becoming more important (Gatto, 2022; Holmberg & 

Sandbrook, 2019). Integrative methods join law, economics and policy to allow societies to 

try out new ways, design solutions and face new issues promptly. To conclude, law, 

economics and policy must be linked for sustainable development to be successfully 

achieved. Adopting an integrative model ensures stability, openness and authority which 

allows sustainability to be both effective and transformative in years to come. 

 

6. Challenges and Future Directions 
 

There have been major steps to connect law, economics and policy, yet the road to 

global sustainability still faces many difficulties. Social issues like poverty, growing 

inequality, environment damage and weak institutions still hinder progress, while new 

issues like climate change, destruction of natural resources and outbreaks of new diseases 

make things worse for people (Batie, 1989; Beckerman, 2017; Dernbach & Cheever, 2015). 

Dealing with the battle between economic and environmental interests is still a main issue, 

so care is required to avoid trade-offs that harm nature or society (Daly, 2006; Mulder & 

Van Den Bergh, 2002). 

 

It is challenging to bring together the different sections, governments and 

institutions for sustainable development. When governance is fragmented, policies may not 

match, tasks may be repeated unnecessarily and chances to work together may be lost 

(Gupta, 2002; Segger, 2004). Even though treaties and agreements are important to 

sustainability, many face issues with their enforcement and the fact that nations can do 

little or nothing to honor them (Handl, 1998; Leal-Arcas, 2018). Many times, immediate 

fears about political and economic problems overpower long-term sustainability aims, 

leading to sporadic use of sustainability rules and little investment in major reforms 

(Dernbach & Cheever, 2015; Ross, 2013). 

 

Although technological changes are vital for separating economic growth from 

damaging the environment, they cannot be the only solution. The absence of strong 

governance and accountability laws may lead to unwanted effects from technology, worsen 

social fear or fail to deal with main reasons for unsustainability (Huesemann, 2002; 

Hufbauer et al., 2016). Crises like the COVID-19 pandemic have pointed out how easily 

systems can fail which makes it necessary to build institutions that are steady and can 

recover from disruptions (Gatto, 2022; Haas et al., 2020). 

 

There are several main issues that must be addressed in the years to come. Getting 

various countries and organizations to cooperate strengthens efforts to overcome common 

problems and use group efforts. When local and indigenous knowledge is combined with 

other types of knowledge, sustainability strategies can become richer and help create fair 

and suitable answers for different areas (Barrett et al., 2020; Pawłowski, 2009). It is 

important for legal and economic research to be aware of and adapt to new problems such 

as digital transformation, new kinds of inequality and effects on the planet (Polasky et al., 

2019; Vivien, 2008). 

 

Therefore, ensuring sustainable development in the years ahead will depend on 

constant improvements in legal laws, tools for the economy and policies. A strong 

commitment to fairness, reflection on ethics and working together globally will guarantee 

that all people everywhere gain from sustainability, both now and in the future. 

 

 

 

 

7. Conclusion 
 



Current Trends in Law and Society 3(1), 2023 
 

128   

 

Sustainable development, law and economics together make up one of the lively and 

impactful areas of modern theory and practice. During the past few decades, these areas, 

once working independently, have come together to discuss and collaborate due to the 

growing urgency and difficulty of dealing with challenges to sustainability worldwide. As a 

result of this convergence, governments and groups design and apply policies, rules and 

economic systems aimed at achieving better economic growth, environmental protection 

and social justice as our world comes closer together. 

 

The review makes it clear that passing new laws or improving the economy is not 

enough for sustainable development. Therefore, policies based on detailed legal grounds, 

smart economic analysis and new ideas have the strongest potential to help promote 

sustainability. Law supports environmental protection by creating rules, including 

precaution, participation and equity between generations; it builds ways to hold 

governments and companies responsible and ensures the institutions needed for 

enforcement are set up. In addition, economics offers decision-makers methods for 

determining which benefits to sacrifice, integrating costs not reflected in prices and 

designing rewards that encourage actions aimed at the good of the community. 

 

Essentially, integration requires policies to focus on being effective, lawful and at the 

same time open to all people and ethical. The adoption of networked governance, circular 

economy concepts and ecological and indigenous considerations in the law demonstrates 

how sharing ideas across different fields can achieve important changes. Rather than only 

filling policy gaps, these innovations propose new ideas about prosperity, rights and 

responsibilities when resources are limited. 

 

Still, becoming sustainable is a challenging and ongoing process that encounters 

many difficulties in both old and new forms. Such issues as having different policies, 

difficult-to-change organizations, weaker enforcement and always arguing for something 

beneficial right now are still blocking progress. Due to fast technological progress, shifts in 

populations and events such as pandemics, governments are confronted with more threats 

which call for strong and flexible leadership systems. 

 

For sustainable development to advance in the future, we must renew our interest in 

working across disciplines, fix our institutions and boost partnerships among countries. 

Experts in this area should keep questioning widely accepted beliefs, study methods used 

by different societies and test various kinds of legal and economic tools. It means especially 

that we include the opinions of those who face disadvantage and the concerns of those 

coming after us when making laws and economic decisions. 

 

So, the issues we face in the 21st century—climate change, poverty, inequality and 

ecological damage—call for a total and integrated solution. Collaborating better across 

sustainable development, law and economics, the world community can provide a more 

secure, equitable and durable path forward for the generations to come. 
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