
 

128 

THE GROWTH SUSTAINABILITY CONCEPT IN THE EUROPEAN UNION, 

UNIVERSITY OF REIMS CHAMPAGNE-ARDENNE 

Jubénot Marie-Noëlle 

 

Abstract:  

Definitions or approaches to sustainable growth are numerous, varied and often controversial. 

Despite, the three priorities (smart, sustainable and social growth) of Europe 2020’s strategy, 

there are fears that the Lisbon Agenda could place sustainable development beneath an over-

arching aim of increasing economic growth. In addition, this ambitious and new strategy is 

strangely built with old theoretical foundations. The general goals are divided into several sub-

targets supposed to apply to all countries of the European Union. This necessarily requires 

adequate institutions to manage, and the creation of easily measurable indicators. However, the 

problem lies in the shared governance between the EU institutions and national governments. 

Key words: sustainable growth, Brundtland announcement, Europe 2020's gaols, the ‘win-win-
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Introduction 

The first objective of this paper is to show the originality of the European concept of sustainable 

growth from a variety of conceptual and theoretical approaches. The second is to analyze the 

possibility of achieving such a goal. In fact, the problems do not just come from the recent 

financial crisis and its consequences, but also practical difficulties in managing this strategy. In 

the first section, we will discuss the genesis of the concept of sustainable growth and some 

definitions that are commonly associated. In the second part, we will explain the concept of 

sustainable growth adopted by the European Union. And finally, in a last part we will analyze the 

feasibility of such a project 

 

Concepts of sustainability 

The term sustainable development was brought into common usage by the World Commission on 

Environment and Development (The Bruntland Commission) in 1987. Since the conclusion of 

the Brundtland Commission (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1985), the 

two competing notions of strong and weak sustainability have dominated the theoretical debate 

on sustainable development. Loosely speaking, strong sustainability argues that we must live 

within the environmental and ecological limits that the planet clearly has. A position which 

accepts that non-ecospheric natural capital (minerals) can be depleted but the ecosphere must be 

protected absolutely – ‘there is no substitute to the planet’ – a planet over people approach. Weak 

sustainability argues that humanity will replace the natural capital we have used, and that we 

depend on, with human-made capital. A position that propounds that human made capital (e.g. 

technology) will substitute for natural capital so this can be run down, providing a critical 

minimum level is maintained – essentially a willingness to pay approach. Theorists virtually 

unanimously agree that the latter has formed the conceptual basis for sustainable development. 

Theorists are virtually unanimous in their assessment that sustainable development as a concept 

has largely evolved from the latter position. The all-pervasive nature of neo-classical economics 

has also come to permeate throughout thinking on sustainable development, with a broad 

acceptance that intra-generational and inter-generational equity can only be achieved within the 

confines of economic growth.  Sustainable Development calls for development that “meets the 

need of present generation without compromising the needs of future generations.  

In fact, sustainable Development generally combines three objectives: 
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(i) Economic objectives (Growth; Equity and Efficiency); 

(ii) Social objectives (Empowerment; Participation; Social Mobility; Social Cohesion; Cultural 

Identity; Institutional Development); 

(iii) Ecological objectives (Ecosystem Integrity; Carrying Capacity; Biodiversity; Global Issues). 

It constitutes a ‘win-win-win’ scenario for achieving progress within the economic, social and 

environmental pillars of sustainable development. The three are supposed mutually beneficial.  

A great deal of both academic and policy literature in the ten years immediately following the 

Brundtland announcement (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1985) 

concerned itself with understanding and articulating the core principles of sustainable 

development.   

However, one also speaks of sustainable growth when taking into account other factors such as 

debt sustainability, the sustainability of the tax burden. 

The definition of sustainability may also vary depending on the country that is taken into account. 

Often rich countries are concerned about the environmental consequences of growth so that we 

highlight the benefits of social problems related to growth in developing countries. 

After this brief overview, we can now address the European Union concept of sustainable 

growth. 

 

 

II) The European Union approach  

The European Union established a Strategy for Sustainable Development, the Europe 2020 

Strategy, for the first time in May of 2001, in Gothenburg. This was laid out in the position 

represented at the World Summit on Sustainable Development that was held in Johannesburg in 

2002. The Europe 2020 Strategy   is based on stable, balanced, and sustainable growth, aimed at 

facilitating Europe’s exit out of the current financial crisis and then laying out the foundations for 

future development. The Maastricht Treaty was already adopted the principle of cohesion. In 

which, explicitly the three objectives focused on convergence, namely: (1) harmonious and 

sustainable development; (2) high level of convergence of the economic performance; (3) 

economic and social cohesion and solidarity between the member countries. To implement the 

above principle, the Cohesion Fond, used for diminishing the disparities among regions and 

countries, was set up only for the countries with a GDP per capita below 90% of the EU average.  

The still fragile situation of the financial system is holding back recovery as firms and 

households have difficulties to borrow, spend and invest. The public finances have been severely 

affected, with deficits at 7% of GDP on average and debt levels at over 80% of GDP – two years 

of crisis erasing twenty years of fiscal consolidation. Our growth potential has been halved 

during the crisis. Many investment plans, talents and ideas risk going to waste because of 

uncertainties, sluggish demand and lack of funding. In Europe, the crisis has wiped out years of 

economic and social progress and exposed structural weaknesses in Europe's economy. The 

steady gains in economic growth and job creation witnessed over the last decade have been 

wiped out – our GDP fell by 4% in 2009, our industrial production dropped back to the levels of 

the 1990s and 23 million people - or 10% of our active population - are now unemployed. The 

crisis has exposed some fundamental weaknesses of our economy. 

Moving out of the crisis is the immediate challenge. The new European economic strategy for 

Europe—“Europe 2020”— includes three key growth drivers, namely: 

· Smart growth (fostering knowledge, research and development, innovation, education, and a 

digital society), 

· Sustainable growth (making production more resource efficient), and 

· Inclusive growth (raising participation in the labour market, the acquisition of skills, and the 

fight against poverty). 

These three priorities would mutually reinforce. 
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Sustainable growth means for example: a low-carbon economy, protection of the environment, 

preventing biodiversity loss, developing new green technologies and production methods, 

efficient smart electricity grids. In this end, all must be done to improving the business 

environment, in particular for SMEs and helping consumers make well-informed choices. 

importance of integration of environmental programmes into European policy was reaffirmed in 

the Sixth Environmental Action Programme (European Commission, 2002).

19% of children in the EU are currently in or at risk of poverty. Welfare systems reduce the risk 

of poverty by 38% on average in the EU, but this impact varies from less than 10% to nearly 60% 

across the EU. To reduce social exclusion and aimed inclusive growth, Europe’s employment 

rate must raise – especially for women, young people and older workers. Investment in skills and 

training must be developed and labour markets and welfare systems need to be modernised.  

Regional development and investment also support inclusive growth by helping disparities 

among regions diminish and making sure that the benefits of growth reach all corners of the EU. 

The social dimension of growth is also crucial to this effort through the promotion of 

employment opportunities, the creation and updating of skills, and the protection of the weakest 

by way of appropriate social safety nets and income support. 

 

These targets are often interrelated.  and it will take strong leadership, commitment and an 

effective delivery mechanism to change attitudes and practices in the EU. Despite disparities in 

levels of development and standards of living, the proposed targets take as relevant to all Member 

States, old and newer alike. The Commission proposes that these EU targets are translated into 

national targets and trajectories. The mix of EU and national efforts should be mutually 

reinforcing. 

All EU policies, instruments and legal acts, as well as financial instruments, should be mobilised 

to pursue the strategy’s objectives. The Commission intends to enhance key policies and 

instruments such as the single market, the budget and the EU's external economic agenda to focus 

on delivering Europe 2020's objectives.  

To achieve the three goals, the European Commission proposes the following EU headline and 

measurable targets: 

– 75 % of the population aged 20-64 should be employed, including through the greater 

involvement of women, older workers and the better integration of migrants in the work force; 

– 3% of the EU's GDP should be invested in R&D. 

– The "20/20/20" climate/energy targets should be met (Reduce greenhouse gas emissions by at 

least 20% compared to 1990 levels; increase the share of renewable energy sources in our final 

energy consumption to 20%; and a 20% increase in energy efficiency)  

– The share of early school leavers should be under 10% and at least 40% of the younger 

generation should have a tertiary degree. 

– 20 million less people should be at risk of poverty. 

 

These targets must be not only measurable, but also capable of reflecting the diversity of Member 

States situations and based on sufficiently reliable data for purposes of comparison.  

 

The crisis has added temptations of economic nationalism. Then, the single market, financial 

levers and external policy tools, will be fully mobilised to tackle bottlenecks and deliver the 

Europe 2020 goals. The Small and Medium Enterprises are in the heart of this new strategy. The 

Europe 2020 includes creating a business environment supportive of SME development: in 

developing SME competitiveness, improving the SME access to financing, improving the SME 

access to foreign markets, promoting an entrepreneurial culture and strengthening management 
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performance, creating a supportive legislative, regulatory and fiscal environment, to provide 

financial support to SME development and sustainability.   

Is the European definition of sustainability sustainable? 

Actually Crisis remains prominent. The recent unfolding of the European sovereign debt crisis 

has highlighted the risks arising from the rapid accumulation of public debt and the markets 

concern over long-term debt sustainability. Given that the reconstruction of the financial the 

unemployment rate remains high in major advanced economies, one would expect to observe a 

slower global economic growth.  

The EU Sustainable Development Strategy involves combining a dynamic economy with social 

cohesion and high environmental standards. It requires a new emphasis on policy coordination 

and integration. A notable addition to theoretical conceptualisation of sustainable development 

over the past five years has been the incorporation of a fourth ‘institutional’ dimension. 

Sophisticated theoretical understandings are beginning to emerge, with greater emphasis on the 

social equity and participative aspects of delivery and the democratic and political processes for 

achieving this. Institutional inconsistencies can lead to fragmentation and a failure to integrate 

sustainable development with governance, so: 

– Vertical inconsistencies can exist between every state and European policy intentions, or 

practices. 

– Horizontal inconsistencies can exist between aspects of policy delivery, either between or 

within different sectors. 

At a European level, the procurement is being used as a stand-alone policy instrument, given the 

erosion of state-level powers from international agreements and conventions. Procurement 

processes are being pulled in different directions by the drive for continued EU market 

integration, on one hand and the need for increased environmental policy integration and 

regulation on the other. There is a raft of legislation, which shapes procurement in member-

states. The EU has in place a legal structure for procurement that is intended to harmonize with 

the fundamental freedoms of the common market, envisaging market integration and trade 

facilitation, though it remains to be seen if these changes will fit in with Environmental Policy 

Integration. 

There is insufficient evidence knowledge about whether or how a policy or action could 

contribute to more sustainable forms of development. In addition, there is a lack of evaluation. In 

order to better monitoring the Lisbon Strategy, the World Economic Forum in 2008 constructed a 

composite index, the Lisbon Index (GIURCA VASILESCU, 2008). It includes 8 fields, each 

associated with  one indicator associated. Then, these 8 indicators are aggregated to form the 

Lisbon index. The indicators chosen to compose the Lisbon index are:  

1. The level of Information Society;  

2. Dimension of innovation, research, development;  

3. Liberalisation (related to the harmonization of competition rules, state aid, and single market);  

4. Transport infrastructure, utilities and telecommunications;  

5. Financial Services;  

6. Enterprise;  

7. Social inclusion;  

8. Sustainable development.  

The three priorities (smart, sustainable and social growth) of Europe 2020 and the Stability and 

Growth Pact evaluation would be achieved simultaneously. In fact, there are fears that the Lisbon 

Agenda, which was adopted in 2000 with the aim of making Europe the most competitive and 

dynamic knowledge-driven economy by 2010, could place sustainable development beneath an 

over-arching aim of increasing economic growth. Conceptually, there are different levels of 

sophistication (Scottish Executive Social Research, 2006) of this problem. Sustainable 
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development might be understood as the simple intersection between the economic, 

environmental and social pillars. However, in the Russian doll model or embedded model, all 

economic activity should be bent towards social progress and that this must be achieved within 

environmental limits. Therefore, there is a slight move away from the ‘weak sustainability’ 

model towards a more eco-essential approach. The ‘win-win-win’ scenario appears too simplistic 

and unattainable. 

In addition, there is a necessary political compromise between the global environmental 

management and protectionism aims of the North and the human health and development needs 

of the South.  

Purvis and Grainger (2004) denounce, cited by Scottish Executive Social Research (2006), the 

attempt to incorporate environmental and intergenerational dimensions within neo-classical 

economic development theory. That is intended to work within the existing economic system of 

production and distribution. 

So, this sustainable development approach relies upon the traditional and often criticised belief 

that increased economic growth will deliver the necessary improvements to the human condition.  

 

Conclusion 

Combining, in the new European Strategy, both the usual criteria of sustainable growth, in other 

words: the ecological and social criteria (this latter not integrated in the sustainability definition) 

with a criterion on the development of the digital economy is not traditional. Moreover, 

measurable indicators have been created to evaluate the achievement of these targets. However, 

this growth priority both smart, sustainable and sociable seems difficult to maintain. For example, 

it is very complicated to achieve several objectives simultaneously, even if they are in part 

interrelated.  Some criteria will necessarily be privileged over others. In addition, the 

conservation of traditional growth approach, based on neoclassical theory, seems paradoxical. 

 
Bibliographie 

 

1. European Commission (2010), Lisbon Strategy evaluation document, Commission Staff 

Working Document,  Bruxels. 

2. European Commission (2010), « A strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth », 

Bruxels, March 3. 

3. GIURCA VASILESCU Laura (2008), « A swot analysis of SMEs' development in Romania» 

Journal of Applied Economic Sciences, Issue 4 (6)/Volume III / Winter. 

4. MEBRATU Desta (1998), « SUSTAINABILITY AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: 

HISTORICAL AND CONCEPTUAL REVIEW », Elsevier Science Inc, New York. 

5. MIHAIU Diana (2011), « Public expenditures for development – their role in overcoming the 

economic crisis and alignment of Romania to European Union », Studies in Business and 

Economics. Vol. 6, April, pp 51-64. 

Scottish Executive Social Research (2006), « Sustainable Development: A Review of 

International Literature », The Centre for Sustainable Development, University of Westminster 

and the Law School, University of Strathclyde. 

VOINEA L., PAUNA B., LUNGU L., COJANU V., BUSUIOC A. (2010), « Romania and the 

Europe 2020 Strategy », The 6th GEA Report on Romania and the Lisbon Agenda, April. 

WYSOKI SKA Zofia (2004), « Sustainable Development in the European Union and World 

Economy-Main Selected Aspects », Congress of Political Economists:  "Emerging Markets: 

Social, Political, and Economic Challenges" Cairo, Egypt, July, Versita, 10.2478/v10103-011-

0017-z. 

  


