
 

 

A-level Geography Knowledge Organiser
Specialised Concept 12: SUSTAINABILITY

Thinking like a geographer about... SUSTAINABILITY
1. What are the environmental, economic and social goals of the sustainability strate    
      gies you have studied as part of different geography topics?

2. What links can you make between the concept of sustainability and other 
      specialised geography concepts, such as globalisation, systems and equilibrium?

How far do you agree with the following statements?

• ‘It is impossible to manage places and environments in truly sustainable ways.’

• ‘Sustainability is the most important concept which is studied in geography.’ 

Concept connections

Changing landscapes
Coastal and glaciated landscapes need to be managed sustainably.
Water and carbon cycles
Sustainable management of both cycles is vital for life on Earth.
Changing places
The regeneration and rebranding of rural and urban places is linked with the vision of a 
sustainable future.
Global governance
Earth’s oceans are a global commons that must be managed sustainably. 

• ‘Sustainability’ is so closely linked with ‘sustainable development’ that the two terms can be indistinguishable. Where the difference lies, according to the United Nations, is that 
      sustainability is a long-term goal or vision, while sustainable development refers to practical ways of achieving this goal – for example, through sustainable coastal and ocean management      
      schemes, sustainable rebranding and tourism strategies, or the sustainable production and consumption of goods.

• The concept of sustainability emerged in the 1970s, when The Club of Rome (an influential academic group) first argued for a ‘world system … that is sustainable.’ Today, three dimensions 
of sustainability are widely recognised – society, environment and economy. Sustainability is thus an overarching way of thinking about the future in which environmental, societal and 
economic goals become balanced in the pursuit of improved wellbeing.

1. Social sustainability is when everyone can continue to claim a reasonable quality of life and maximise their personal potential.
2. Environmental sustainability is when no lasting damage is done to the environment and renewable resources are managed in ways that guarantee continued use.
3. Economic sustainability is when individuals and communities continue to have access to a reliable income over time.

                  
• The three goals are intertwined, not separate. Environmental sustainability should, in turn, deliver economic and 
      social sustainability - provided that places are managed with all three linked goals in mind. For example, renewable 
      energy innovation can help prevent climate change while also creating new employment and improving people’s 
      health. 

• Sometimes a fourth pillar of sustainable development – cultural sustainability – is also added to the ‘wish list’. This 
      means that additional efforts must be made to protect and conserve the identity of communities and places while 
      progress towards the other three goals is made. 

• Much of the United Nations’ work is underpinned by a core belief in the need for global and local sustainable 
      development. This was originally defined by the UN’s 1987 Bruntland Commission Report as ‘development that 
      meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.’
      Today, the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide us with a sustainability ‘roadmap’ 
      (see diagram). 

• Critical views of sustainable development include a belief that ‘sustainability’ and ‘development’ are incompatible 
      goals. ‘Development’ connects with ideas about growth and change, while ‘sustainability’ is linked with ideas
      about balance and equilibrium. At a fundamental level, there is a possible conflict between the two words! 
      Another critical view sees sustainable development as an unachievable dream. So much environmental damage 
      has already been done, the argument goes, that we are living in a new era called the Anthropocene, which is 
      characterised by the on-going extinction of species. However, optimists point to humanity’s great capacity to 
      create ‘technological fixes’ whenever a real need arises. Perhaps sustainable development is still achievable. 


