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SUSTAINABILITY 

David Smith 
 

 

Abstract  Environmental governance in the Global South represents one of 

the most pressing challenges in achieving global sustainability. Nations across 

Africa, Asia, and Latin America face the dual task of promoting economic 

development while addressing environmental degradation and climate vulnerability. 

This article examines the evolution of environmental governance frameworks in the 

Global South, exploring the legal, institutional, and policy mechanisms that shape 

sustainable development. It discusses international cooperation, national 

innovation, and the growing role of environmental justice. While many states have 

made significant progress through legal reforms and regional initiatives, persistent 

inequalities, financial constraints, and limited technological access continue to 

hinder effective implementation. The article concludes that achieving balanced and 

inclusive governance requires integrating global environmental law with local 

realities, ensuring that development remains both equitable and ecologically 

sustainable. 
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The concept of environmental governance has evolved from a peripheral 

concern to a central pillar of sustainable development. For countries in the Global 

South, where the majority of the world’s population resides and economic growth is 

most rapid, governance challenges are particularly acute. Environmental 

degradation threatens livelihoods, ecosystems, and long-term development 
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prospects, yet these nations also face structural inequalities and historical 

disadvantages that limit their capacity for environmental reform. 

The Global South is not a homogeneous entity; it includes diverse political 

systems, economic models, and ecological conditions. However, these nations share 

a common struggle — balancing immediate development needs with long-term 

environmental sustainability. International cooperation and law play an increasingly 

important role in supporting this balance, but global governance structures often 

favor developed nations, perpetuating disparities in decision-making and resource 

allocation. 

This article explores how environmental governance in the Global South can 

be strengthened through inclusive frameworks, innovative legal approaches, and 

global partnerships. It highlights both the achievements and shortcomings of current 

mechanisms, emphasizing that sustainable governance requires fairness, 

participation, and shared responsibility. 

Environmental governance refers to the legal and institutional processes by 

which societies manage natural resources and environmental risks. In the Global 

South, these systems have been shaped by colonial histories, economic dependency, 

and evolving international norms. 

Governance encompasses a broad range of mechanisms — from legislation 

and enforcement to public participation and regional cooperation. Effective 

governance depends not only on strong laws but also on institutional capacity, 

political will, and access to technology. 

International law has significantly influenced governance models in 

developing nations. Agreements such as the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Convention on Biological 

Diversity (CBD) have guided the adoption of national environmental laws. 
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However, implementation remains uneven due to financial limitations and 

competing development priorities.1 

During the post-colonial period, many developing nations prioritized 

industrialization and poverty reduction, often at the expense of environmental 

protection. The assumption that environmental regulation hindered growth 

dominated policy thinking. 

This began to change with the 1987 Brundtland Report, which introduced 

the concept of sustainable development — growth that meets present needs without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet theirs.2 

The 1992 Rio Earth Summit marked a turning point, integrating 

environmental and developmental concerns into a single global agenda. The Summit 

led to key conventions and the Rio Declaration on Environment and 

Development, which affirmed the principle of “common but differentiated 

responsibilities” — recognizing that all states share environmental duties, but with 

varying capacities.3 

This principle remains fundamental to understanding environmental 

governance in the Global South. 

Legal systems in the Global South display growing diversity in environmental 

governance. Many countries have introduced constitutional rights to a clean 

environment and established specialized courts or agencies to address ecological 

issues. 

For example, Kenya and South Africa have embedded environmental 

protection into their constitutions, providing citizens with standing to sue for 

ecological harm. Latin American countries, including Brazil and Colombia, have 

recognized the rights of nature, giving ecosystems legal personality. 

                                                           
1 United Nations, Convention on Biological Diversity (1992), https://www.cbd.int/convention/text/ 
2 World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future (1987), 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/5987our-common-future.pdf 
3 United Nations, Rio Declaration on Environment and Development (1992), 

https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/theme/agenda-21 

https://www.cbd.int/convention/text/
https://www.cbd.int/convention/text/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/5987our-common-future.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/5987our-common-future.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/5987our-common-future.pdf
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https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/theme/agenda-21
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These developments illustrate a trend toward innovative legal thinking, where 

environmental governance is seen not just as regulation but as a component of justice 

and human rights.4 

Institutionally, the creation of environmental ministries and inter-ministerial 

councils has strengthened coordination. Yet, enforcement often remains weak due 

to budgetary and technical constraints, particularly in low-income states. 

Regional cooperation is essential for addressing transboundary challenges 

such as deforestation, desertification, and water scarcity. The African Union, 

ASEAN, and Mercosur have all developed environmental protocols aimed at 

harmonizing policies and promoting shared management of resources. 

The African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights also enshrines the 

right to a satisfactory environment, linking sustainability with human dignity. 

Similarly, the Escazú Agreement in Latin America promotes transparency, access 

to information, and public participation in environmental decision-making.5 

Global partnerships play a complementary role. Institutions such as the 

Global Environment Facility (GEF) and Green Climate Fund (GCF) provide 

financial assistance to developing countries, helping bridge the gap between 

international ambition and domestic implementation. 

One of the defining challenges for the Global South is balancing economic 

development with environmental sustainability. Many nations depend on resource 

extraction, agriculture, and energy-intensive industries for economic growth. 

Restricting these activities without providing alternatives can exacerbate poverty 

and inequality. 

Legal frameworks must therefore promote “green growth” — development 

that is both inclusive and environmentally sound. The adoption of renewable energy, 

                                                           
4 Safoev, S., Legal Innovation in Environmental Policy: A Comparative Study of the United States and Uzbekistan, 

Am. J. Educ. & Learning, 3(9), 16–20 (2025) 
5 United Nations ECLAC, Regional Agreement on Access to Information, Participation and Justice in Environmental 

Matters in Latin America and the Caribbean (Escazú Agreement, 2018), https://www.cepal.org/en/escazuagreement 

https://www.cepal.org/en/escazuagreement
https://www.cepal.org/en/escazuagreement
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sustainable agriculture, and climate-resilient infrastructure are central to this 

transformation.6 

However, access to finance and technology remains limited. International law 

must facilitate equitable technology transfer and capacity-building to ensure that all 

nations can participate in the green transition. 

A major criticism of global environmental governance is that it often reflects 

the interests of developed nations. Decision-making processes within organizations 

like the World Bank and the UNFCCC are frequently dominated by high-income 

countries, while developing nations struggle to influence outcomes. 

This asymmetry manifests in the allocation of climate finance, trade rules, and 

intellectual property regimes. While the principle of common but differentiated 

responsibilities aims to address inequality, implementation gaps persist. 

To strengthen the legitimacy of global governance, reforms must promote fair 

representation, transparency, and accountability. The participation of civil society, 

indigenous groups, and local communities can help democratize decision-making 

and ensure that policies reflect diverse perspectives.7 

Environmental governance in the Global South increasingly intersects with 

human rights. Communities most affected by climate change often have the least 

capacity to adapt, raising issues of justice and equity. 

Courts in countries such as India, Pakistan, and Colombia have begun 

recognizing environmental degradation as a violation of fundamental rights. These 

judicial decisions reinforce accountability and give citizens tools to demand state 

action. 

                                                           
6 Safoev, S., The Legal Dimensions of Renewable Energy Transition: Global Pathways and Challenges, Shokh 

Library, 2025 
7 Okereke, C., Global Justice and Neoliberal Environmental Governance, Routledge (2008) 
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The linkage between environmental protection and human rights also 

strengthens international cooperation by reframing sustainability as a matter of 

global ethics rather than mere policy preference.8 

Achieving effective environmental governance requires bridging the gap 

between global norms and local realities. The Global South possesses rich ecological 

resources and traditional knowledge that can contribute to sustainability. However, 

these assets are often undervalued in global policy discussions. 

Building inclusive cooperation means creating platforms where developing 

countries are equal partners in shaping global environmental law. It also involves 

integrating local governance structures and indigenous practices into international 

frameworks.9 

Future governance models must emphasize fairness, flexibility, and shared 

learning — recognizing that sustainability cannot be achieved through uniform 

solutions. 

Environmental governance in the Global South embodies both the promise 

and the challenge of sustainable development. These nations are vital to the planet’s 

ecological balance but face structural barriers that limit effective environmental 

management. While international cooperation has expanded, global governance still 

reflects deep inequalities in resources and representation. 

Strengthening governance requires empowering local institutions, improving 

financial and technological support, and embedding justice at the heart of 

environmental law. The Global South’s experience demonstrates that sustainability 

is not only a technical or legal issue but also a question of equity and shared 

humanity. Bridging development and sustainability is therefore not a goal for the 

Global South alone — it is an imperative for the world. 

                                                           
8 UN Human Rights Council, Resolution 48/13, “The Human Right to a Clean, Healthy and Sustainable Environment” 

(2021) 
9 UNEP, Environmental Rule of Law: First Global Report (2019), 

https://www.unep.org/resources/report/environmental-rule-law-first-global-report 



Bulletin news in New Science Society International Scientific Journal 2025 

Vol 2 Issue 10  Impact factor: 11.2 (Researchbib ) 

  

https://innopublic.ru/index.php/bnss GERMANY, 2025                                     98 

 

Reference 

1. United Nations, Convention on Biological Diversity (1992), 

https://www.cbd.int/convention/text/ 

World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future 

(1987), https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/5987our-

common-future.pdf 

United Nations, Rio Declaration on Environment and Development (1992), 

https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/theme/agenda-21 

Safoev, S. (2025). Legal Innovation in Environmental Policy: A Comparative Study 

of the United States and Uzbekistan. American Journal of Education and Learning, 

3(9), 16–20. 

2. United Nations ECLAC, Regional Agreement on Access to Information, 

Participation and Justice in Environmental Matters in Latin America and the 

Caribbean (Escazú Agreement, 2018), https://www.cepal.org/en/escazuagreement 

Safoev, S. (2025). The Legal Dimensions of Renewable Energy Transition: Global 

Pathways and Challenges. Shokh Library. 

3. Okereke, C. (2008). Global Justice and Neoliberal Environmental Governance. 

Routledge. 

4. United Nations Human Rights Council, Resolution 48/13: The Human Right to a 

Clean, Healthy and Sustainable Environment (2021). 

5. UNEP, Environmental Rule of Law: First Global Report (2019), 

https://www.unep.org/resources/report/environmental-rule-law-first-global-report 

6. Safoev, S. (2024). Laws on Green Energy and Climate Change. American Journal 

of Education and Learning, 2(5), 470–474. 

 

https://www.cbd.int/convention/text/
https://www.cbd.int/convention/text/
https://www.cbd.int/convention/text/
https://www.cbd.int/convention/text/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/5987our-common-future.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/5987our-common-future.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/5987our-common-future.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/5987our-common-future.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/theme/agenda-21
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/theme/agenda-21
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/theme/agenda-21
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/theme/agenda-21
https://www.cepal.org/en/escazuagreement
https://www.cepal.org/en/escazuagreement

