
4. Guiding principles

The following is the set of shared UK principles that we will use to achieve our
sustainable development purpose. These have been agreed by the UK Government,
Scottish Executive, Welsh Assembly Government and the Northern Ireland Administration.
They bring together and build on the various previously existing UK principles to set out
an overarching approach, which the four separate strategies can share.

The goal of sustainable development is to enable all people throughout the world to
satisfy their basic needs and enjoy a better quality of life, without compromising the
quality of life of future generations.

For the UK Government and the Devolved Administrations, that goal will be pursued in
an integrated way through a sustainable, innovative and productive economy that
delivers high levels of employment; and a just society that promotes social inclusion,
sustainable communities and personal wellbeing. This will be done in ways that protect
and enhance the physical and natural environment, and use resources and energy as
efficiently as possible.

Government must promote a clear understanding of, and commitment to, sustainable
development so that all people can contribute to the overall goal through their
individual decisions.

Similar objectives will inform all our international endeavours, with the UK actively
promoting multilateral and sustainable solutions to today’s most pressing environmental,
economic and social problems. There is a clear obligation on more prosperous nations
both to put their own house in order, and to support other countries in the transition
towards a more equitable and sustainable world.
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Living Within
Environmental Limits

Respecting the limits of the planet’s
environment, resources and 
biodiversity – to improve our 

environment and ensure that the 
natural resources needed for life 
are unimpaired and remain so for

future generations.

Ensuring a Strong,
Healthy and Just Society

Meeting the diverse needs of all
people in existing and future 

communities, promoting personal 
wellbeing, social cohesion and
inclusion, and creating equal

opportunity for all.

Achieving a 
Sustainable Economy

Building a strong, stable and 
sustainable economy which provides
prosperity and opportunities for all,

and in which environmental and 
social costs fall on those who impose
them (polluter pays), and efficient

resource use is incentivised.

Using Sound Science
Responsibly

Ensuring policy is developed 
and implemented on the basis 

of strong scientific evidence, whilst
taking into account scientific 

uncertainty (through the
precautionary principle) as well 
as public attitudes and values.

Promoting Good
Governance

Actively promoting effective,
participative systems of governance

in all levels of society – 
engaging people’s creativity,

energy, and diversity.



These principles will form the basis for policy
in the UK. For a policy to be sustainable,
it must respect all five of these principles,
though we recognise that some policies,
while underpinned by all five, will place more
emphasis on certain principles than others.
Any trade-offs should be made in an explicit
and transparent way. We want to achieve our
goals of living within environmental limits and
a just society, and we will do it by means of a
sustainable economy, good governance, and
sound science.

5. Shared priorities for UK action

As a result of the consultation the priority areas for immediate action, shared across 
the UK are: 

Sustainable Consumption and Production – Sustainable consumption and
production is about achieving more with less. This means not only looking at how goods
and services are produced, but also the impacts of products and materials across their
whole lifecycle and building on people’s awareness of social and environmental concerns.
This includes reducing the inefficient use of resources which are a drag on the economy,
so helping boost business competitiveness and to break the link between economic
growth and environmental degradation.

Climate Change and Energy – The effects of a changing climate can already be seen.
Temperatures and sea levels are rising, ice and snow cover are declining, and the
consequences could be catastrophic for the natural world and society. Scientific evidence
points to the release of greenhouse gases, such as carbon dioxide and methane, into the
atmosphere by human activity as the primary cause of climatic change. We will seek to
secure a profound change in the way we generate and use energy, and in other
activities that release these gases. At the same time we must prepare for the climate
change that cannot now be avoided. We must set a good example and will encourage
others to follow it.

Natural Resource Protection and Environmental Enhancement – Natural resources
are vital to our existence and that of communities throughout the world. We need a
better understanding of environmental limits, environmental enhancement and recovery
where the environment is most degraded to ensure a decent environment for everyone,
and a more integrated policy framework. 

Sustainable Communities – Our aim is to create sustainable communities that embody
the principles of sustainable development at the local level. This will involve working to
give communities more power and say in the decisions that affect them; and working in
partnership at the right level to get things done. The UK uses the same principles of
engagement, partnership, and programmes of aid in order to tackle poverty and
environmental degradation and to ensure good governance in overseas communities.

These priorities for action within the UK will also help to shape the way the UK works
internationally, in ensuring that our objectives and activities are aligned with
international goals.
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“[The revised sustainable development
strategy] should provide a framework of
principles which are applied to every area
of policy in every department – a lens
through which all proposals are viewed.”

quotation from the ‘Taking it on’ consultation
response from WWF-UK


