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Abstract 

Sustainable development is a key concept in global politics and economics and has a major impact on how European countries 
manage their resources and growth strategies. The reflections of this concept are also found in the normative acts adopted 
within the European Union countries and not only, as they represent priorities to be implemented at the level of each country. 
The aim is to strike a balance between economic progress, environmental protection and social well-being, so that the needs of 
the present generation are met without compromising the possibilities of future generations. Sustainable development is not 
only a necessity, but also an opportunity for Europe to become a global model in the transition towards a green and inclusive 
economy. Effective implementation of European strategies can ensure a prosperous and balanced future for all citizens. This 
study aims to explain, by means of various normative acts adopted in European countries, the way in which dismemberments 
of this concept have been transposed into legislation and the effects produced at a practical level. Furthermore, from a 
tangential perspective, the present study also analyzes the economic and social dimension of the concept of sustainable 
development, since the notion must be seen from a triple perspective. The analysis of European policies and strategies on 
sustainable development is another pillar of the study. 
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Introduction 

Sustainable development is a concept that aims at balancing socio-economic growth and environmental protection, 
ensuring that present needs are met without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. In 
fact, this concept encompasses three interdependent dimensions under its umbrella: the economic dimension focuses 
on promoting responsible economic growth based on innovation and the efficient use of resources; the social dimension 
aims to ensure a decent standard of living, reduce inequalities, and protect the fundamental rights of citizens; and the 
ecological dimension with focus on conserving biodiversity, reducing pollution, and combating climate change. 

In this background, it is required to identify the necessary levers to implement this concept, in all its three dimensions, 
with a special focus on the ecological dimension, from the perspective of public policies already implemented in Romania and 
other European countries. One of these levers is the public administration, which, through all the authorities in which it is 
dispersed, must promote and implement sustainable development objectives to their concrete level. 
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This study will analyze the concept of sustainable development from an ecological perspective, examine the 
involvement of central and local administrations in decisions with implications in this field, and review European policies 
and strategies regarding sustainable development, among which we mention: The European Green Deal – a set of 
measures to make Europe climate neutral by 2050, UN 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) – a comprehensive action plan which the EU supports by means of environmental, social and economic policies, 
Just Transition Fund – to support regions affected by the transition to a green economy and The Fit for 55 package – a 
set of laws aiming to reduce EU greenhouse gas emissions by at least 55% by 2030. 

“The term sustainable development (sustainability) started to become widely used only after the United Nations 
Convention on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro in the summer of 1992, known as the Earth Summit. The 
conference resulted in several conventions on climate change (reducing methane and carbon emissions), biological 
diversity (species conservation) and stopping massive deforestation. … Since 1997, sustainable development has 
become a central concept and objective in EU development policies, being included in the Maastricht Treaty” (Cornea, 
2024). 
 

 Methods 
 
The approach of this topic was made by taking into account the classical levels of an analysis: legislation, doctrine and 
jurisprudence, aiming to approach the subject in a more detailed perspective for a complex understanding of the 
phenomenon of sustainable development of society from an ecological perspective. 

Specialized studies, not only legal, but also economic and even medical, have been taken into account, since the 
population is directly affected by the use of traditional resources and this aspect must be changed in the first place in 
order to ensure the sustainable and healthy development of the society. 

As regards the legislation, the documentary method was used to identify the relevant normative acts and the 
logical-deductive method was used to analyze the directly applicable provisions. The access to the legislation was 
performed by using the computerized method by means of which the normative acts were documented online, consulting 
the legislative portal e-Monitor (Official Journal, https://monitoruloficial.ro/e-monitor/). The legal interpretation (Boghirnea, 
2018) led us to the conclusion of the topic, based on the documentation carried out. 

 
 Content 

 
3.1 Challenges generated by classical economic concepts versus the idea of sustainable development 
 
Implementing sustainable development in Europe faces multiple challenges: 

• Dependence on fossil fuels – the need for an efficient transition to renewable energy sources. 
• Economic and social inequalities – finding fair solutions for all countries and social groups. 
• Climate change impacts – adapting the infrastructure and the economy to new climate realities. 
A development model that ignores the ecological dimension has major adverse environmental consequences. The 

main environmental issues associated with unsustainable development include: 
• Pollution: Uncontrolled industrialization and urbanization generate air, water, and soil pollution. Pollutant 

emissions from fossil fuel combustion, industrial processes, and transportation lead to smog and acid rain, 
affecting public health and ecosystems. The World Health Organization estimates that air pollution causes 
approximately 7 million premature deaths globally each year. Additionally, 9 out of 10 people breathe air 
with pollutant levels exceeding safety limits. Water pollution caused by chemical waste, fertilizers, and plastic 
leads to the eutrophication of lakes and oceans, creates dead zones (areas lacking oxygen) in marine 
environments, and disrupts aquatic food chains. Agricultural soils are degraded by pesticides and toxic 
substances, reducing their long-term productivity. 

• Climate change: The massive burning of fossil fuels (coal, oil, gas) for energy and transport, along with 
deforestation, has increased the concentration of greenhouse gases (CO₂, methane, etc.) in the atmosphere. 
This has led to significant global warming: the Earth's average temperature is already about 1.3°C higher than 
the pre-industrial level. The consequences of climate change are increasingly felt through the rising frequency 
of extreme weather events (record heatwaves, severe droughts, catastrophic floods, and more intense 
hurricanes), the melting of glaciers and polar ice caps, rising sea levels, and the disruption of regional climate 
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patterns. For example, heatwaves and droughts put pressure on agricultural production and water availability, 
while rising sea levels threaten coastal communities and delta ecosystems. 

• Biodiversity loss: Human activities have alarmingly accelerated the rate of species extinction. Habitat 
destruction (through deforestation, urbanization and agricultural expansion), pollution and climate change 
have led to the decline of wild plant and animal populations. A global report carried out under the aegis of the 
United Nations (IPBES) warns that around 1 million animal and plant species are now threatened with 
extinction, many within just a few decades, in a decline unprecedented in human history. Biodiversity loss 
damages vital ecosystem services (i.e. crop pollination by insects, soil fertility maintained by micro-
organisms, water purification by wetlands, etc.), jeopardizing food security and human well-being. Species 
loss cascades down food chains and can destabilize entire ecosystems. 

• Deforestation: Another serious issue is the massive clearing of forests, often to make way for farmland, 
livestock or timber. Tropical forests such as the Amazon, Congo and those in Southeast Asia are being 
depleted at an alarming rate. Globally, between 2015-2020, about 10 million hectares of forest were lost 
annually due to deforestation, a slower rate than in the 1990s (when it was ~16 million ha/year) but still 
unsustainable. Deforestation has multiple adverse effects: it reduces the Earth's capacity to absorb CO₂ 
(exacerbating climate change), leads to soil erosion and landslides, disrupts the hydrological regime (favoring 
floods and droughts) and destroys crucial habitats for countless wildlife species. For instance, deforestation in 
the Amazon not only threatens endemic species, but can progressively transform the rainforest into a 
degraded savannah, with major regional climate implications (reduced rainfall in the Amazon basin). 

Therefore, the environmental impact of unsustainable development manifests itself in intense pollution, climate 
disruption, destruction of ecosystems and depletion of resources. These negative environmental factors also have socio-
economic consequences: they affect people's health, generate high remediation costs and can amplify inequalities 
(vulnerable communities are often the hardest hit by natural disasters and pollution). Recognizing this impact is precisely 
why the environmental dimension has become a central pillar of the concept of sustainable development. 

The ecological dimension of sustainable development refers to the integration of environmental protection and 
natural capital into the development process. Alongside the social and economic components, the ecological component 
is essential to maintain a sustainable balance . This involves preserving biodiversity, maintaining air, water and soil 
quality, and managing resources responsibly - for example, renewable resources (such as forests or fish) should not be 
consumed faster than their natural replenishment capacity. Sustainable development also promotes preventive 
approaches (precautionary principle) and the “polluter pays” principle, so that the environmental costs of economic 
activities are internalized and borne by those who cause them. The purpose of the ecological dimension is essentially to 
ensure that human progress takes place within the bearing capacity of ecosystems, protecting the long-term integrity 
and productivity of nature. 

“The implementation of the polluter pays principle should aim to ensure genuine depollution, enabling communities 
and individuals to live in a satisfactory environment” (Bădescu 2011). 

“The polluter pays principle should also be legally translated into the abolition of rights gained in cases of pollution. 
Therefore: 

A. Pollution charges are primarily a mandatory levy on the polluter to be used for environmental restoration and 
monitoring. 

B. Anti-pollution standards designed to reduce pollution by imposing a mandatory threshold on the polluter 
(technical anti-pollution standards). 

C. Financial mechanisms. There is an increasing demand in environmental law financial incentives to encourage 
investment in pollution reduction or in depollution. 

D. Abolition of earned rights. It covers those that harm the environment. Therefore, the holders of administrative 
authorizations in environmental matters often tend to believe that they are in possession of an individual 
administrative act which creates a right and is therefore intangible. The intervention of a new legal regulation 
to which the conditions of the previously issued authorization no longer correspond, may, of course, lead to the 
invalidation of the respective authorization” (Bădescu 2011). 

 
3.2 Strategies and policies for ecological sustainability 
 
In order to address environmental issues and promote sustainable development, numerous strategies and policies have 
been adopted at international, regional and national level. These initiatives aim to strengthen the ecological dimension of 
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development through environmentally-oriented commitments, regulations and investments. Some significant examples 
include: 

• The Paris Agreement (2015) – A legally binding international treaty on climate change adopted by 196 
countries under the UN Climate Change Convention. The central aim of the agreement is to keep the global 
average temperature increase this century well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels and to continue efforts 
to limit warming to 1.5°C. Signatory countries (practically almost all the world's nations) have committed to 
reduce their greenhouse gas emissions through Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) and to 
strengthen these efforts every five years. The Paris Agreement also recognizes the need to adapt to the 
effects of climate change and provides financial and technological support for developing countries in the 
transition to a green economy. As a result of the implementation of the Agreement, many countries have set 
emission reduction targets for 2030 and climate neutrality goals for the second half of the century. 

• The European Green Deal – It is the framework strategy adopted by the European Union in 2019 to achieve 
climate neutrality by 2050 and fundamentally transform the EU economy into a sustainable one. The Green 
Deal proposes integrated measures aimed at: eliminating net greenhouse gas emissions by 2050, decoupling 
economic growth from resource use (increased efficiency and circular economy) and ensuring a just transition 
(“no person and no place left behind") 

These European policies also influence the national legislations of the Member States, including Romania, which 
has set renewable energy and energy efficiency targets in line with EU objectives. In this background, legislative solutions 
must be adopted as soon as possible in order to reduce or suppress the alarming pace of these processes. 

• Policies for circular economy – The shift from a linear ‘extract-factory-consume-dispose’ economic model to 
a circular model is essential for the ecological dimension of sustainable development. A circular economy 
means keeping resources in use for as long as possible, reusing, repairing, remanufacturing and recycling 
materials and products to minimize waste generation. The European Union has adopted a Circular Economy 
Action Plan (first adopted in 2015, updated in 2020) which sets out measures and targets to reduce waste, 
eco-design products and increase recycling rates. The plan covers areas such as packaging, single-use 
plastics (the EU has started to phase out a ban), e-waste, batteries, textiles and food. The transition to a 
circular economy is seen as necessary to reduce pressure on natural resources, stop biodiversity loss 
and achieve climate neutrality by 2050. 

This underlines the importance of policies that encourage the reuse of materials. In Romania and other countries, 
waste management legislation (selective collection, deposit return systems for packaging), incentives for recycling and 
eco-design, and bans on unsustainable products (such as thin plastic bags) are gradually implemented. 

• Promoting renewable energy  – Reducing dependence on fossil fuels and increasing the share of renewable 
energy sources (solar, wind, hydro, geothermal, biomass) is a priority for sustainable policies. In addition to 
these examples, there are other notable agreements and policies: Montreal Protocol (to protect the ozone 
layer, a success in phasing out CFCs), UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) – of which SDG 13 
(Climate action), SDG 14 (Life below water) and SDG 15 (Life on land) focus directly on the ecological 
dimension, or national sustainable development strategies (i.e. Romania's National Strategy for Sustainable 
Development, updated in line with the UN 2030 Agenda). Successful implementation of these strategies often 
requires international cooperation, exchange of best practices and the involvement of the private sector and 
civil society alongside governments. 

As regards the implementation of these measures in Romanian legislation, we note the following normative acts: 
Romania's National Sustainable Development Strategy 2030 
• Adopted: 2018 
• Approved by: Government Resolution no. 877/20181 
• Scope: Aligning Romania to the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
• Main pillars: 
o Economic efficiency 
o Social equity 
o Ecological responsibility 
It is the main guiding document for sustainable policies. We quote just two paragraphs from this strategy to show 

 
1 Published in Official Journal no. 985bis of 21.11.2018 
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the importance of the document to the content of this article: 
“Romania needs a change in the present development paradigm to face the challenges of the 21st century. We are 

living in a period marked by globalization, increasing inequalities and worsening environmental issues. Sustainable 
development is the solution. The National Strategy addresses these challenges, proposing the transition to sustainable 
development based on the principles and in the spirit of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, as a member of 
a prosperous and reinvigorated European Union. 

Sustainable development represents, in the Romanian context, the desire to achieve a balance, a synthesis 
between the aspirations of the free-born citizen, the society on which he depends and through which he defines himself 
and the context that allows self-fulfillment. This balance starts with the individual, the central actor who seeks individual 
equilibrium and favorable conditions to achieve it. These favorable conditions are influenced by society, which must 
support and motivate them, and by the environment in which they find themselves and can find their balance. The role of 
the state in the context of sustainable development is to help to achieve this balance, not only for the citizens of today, 
but also for future generations.” 

- Law no. 351/2001 on the approval of the Landscaping Plan of the National Territory - Section IV - 
Network of localities2 

• It covers elements related to balanced territorial development, including regional and urban sustainability. It 
supports the environmental component of sustainable development. In this light, it is worth recalling the views 
of the doctrine that: “Closely related to the principle of balance, the principle of sustainable management of 
urban space involves a multitude of specific economic, social and legal dimensions. As an increasingly scarce 
resource, land and space in cities in general must be allocated and used in a way and at a rate that does not 
lead to the long-term decline of present and future generations. Also among the ways of implementing the 
principles and strategic elements that lead to the sustainable development of society is the linking of 
environmental planning with land-use planning and urban planning. Lastly, guaranteeing the right to a healthy 
environment also implies the right to consultation in decision-making on the issuing of environmental 
agreements and authorizations” (Duțu, 2000). 

- Law no. 24/2007 on the regulation and administration of green spaces in urban areas3 
Related environmental legislation (relevant to sustainable development): 
• Law no. 265/ 2006 on the approval of Emergency Ordinance No. 195/2005 on environmental protection4 
• Water Law no. 107/19965 
Other relevant policies and strategies: 
• The European Green Deal – transposed by means of  NRRP and other strategic documents 
• National Recovery and Resilience Plan (NRRP) – includes green transition and sustainable development 

components. 
• Sector-relates strategies: in energy, transport, agriculture, education etc., all with sustainable components. 
Involved institutions: 
• Department for Sustainable Development (within the General Secretariat of the Government) - coordinates 

the implementation of the National Strategy. 
• Ministry of Environment, Water and Forests 
• Ministry of Energy, Ministry of Economy, etc., depending on the applicable field. 

 
3.3 Challenges and future prospects 
 
Implementing the ecological dimension of sustainable development also faces many challenges, despite progress and 
existing good practices. A first major obstacle is represented by the insufficient current actions in relation to the severity of 
environmental issues. Although countries have adopted agreements such as the Paris Agreement, the concrete 
commitments (NDCs) and policies put in place so far fall short of the necessary targets. According to the UN report 
Emissions Gap 2024, if governments stick to their current policies and promises, the planet would still be on a warming 

 
2 Published in Official Journal no. 408 of 24.07.2001 
3 Republished in Official Journal no. 764 of 10.11.2009 
4 Published in Official Journal no. 586 of 06.07.2006 
5 Published in Official Journal no. 244 of 08.10.1996 
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trajectory of about 2.6–2.8°C until 2100. 
Another essential challenge is the economic and financial one. The transition to green practices and 

technologies requires considerable upfront investment. Developing countries often lack the financial and technological 
resources to implement large-scale renewable energy or conservation programs without external support. Even in rich 
economies, vested interests in traditional industries (e.g. oil companies, conventional car manufacturers) may resist for 
financial reasons.  

There are also social and political challenges. Green measures may be opposed by the public when they are 
perceived as having immediate costs (for example, raising energy or fuel prices through carbon taxes has sparked 
protests, such as the “yellow vests” movement in France). The energy transition may lead to job losses in sectors such as 
coal mining or the oil industry, requiring retraining policies and social protection for workers - otherwise resistance to 
change will be increased. Furthermore, the lack of administrative capacity or political will can hamper implementation 
of environmental legislation. In some countries, corruption and oligarchic interests can undermine the application of the 
law (i.e. illegal logging in protected areas). Globally, geopolitical tensions can affect cooperation on environmental issues 
(such as the reluctance of some major emitters to take on more ambitious targets or the dispute over differentiated 
responsibility between developed and emerging countries). In Romania, “the system of public administration authorities is 
a unitary entity with a given structure, i.e. executive bodies as distinct elements, which in turn are made up of structures 
designed to enable them to function and perform their duties” (Tabără, 2012). Sometimes, the practice of public 
administration is too bureaucratic and instead of facilitating the implementation of effective measures, it hinders them. 
This is why digitalization of bureaucratic procedures should be seen as an indispensable element alongside other modern 
means of data processing in order to create the easiest possible flow of administrative documents, so that the 
administration can ultimately fulfil its purpose. 

Notwithstanding, future prospects also gives grounds for cautious optimism. First, public awareness of the 
climate and ecological crisis is at an all-time high - millions of young people are participating in climate activism 
movements and public opinion is increasingly putting pressure on decision-makers for green action. Clean technologies 
are becoming more affordable and efficient: as mentioned, the cost of solar and wind power has fallen dramatically, 
electric vehicles are becoming more popular (it is expected that by 2030 around 2 out of every 3 new cars sold in the 
world could be electric if current trends continue). 
 

 Conclusions 
 
In conclusion, the ecological dimension of sustainable development will play an increasingly central role in the coming 
decades. Although the implementation challenges are significant - from conflicting economic interests, to the huge 
investment needs, to the short time left to prevent the catastrophic effects of climate change - the global trend is towards 
a green economy. Long-term success will depend on the perseverance of international society to move in the right 
direction, on the technological innovations that emerge and on our ability to work together. The prospects indicate that a 
sustainable transition is possible: the long-term benefits (a clean environment, climate stability, resource efficiency) far 
outweigh the initial costs. The responsibility of the current generation is to navigate this transition process with 
determination so that development becomes truly sustainable from the ecological point of view, for our sake and that of 
future generations. 

Sustainable development, seen as a theoretical concept but also as a practical end in itself, is therefore not only a 
necessity but also an opportunity for Europe to become a global model in the transition towards a green and inclusive 
economy. Effective implementation of European strategies can ensure a prosperous and balanced future for all citizens. 
Within the ecological dimension, the focus is on the rational use of natural resources. This means renewable sources 
of energy and raw materials, increasing energy efficiency and resource productivity, and reducing waste and pollution. At 
the same time, preserving ecosystem services (such as water purification, pollination, climate regulation) is vital for long-
term human well-being. Protecting the environment is important not only intrinsically, but also as a foundation for 
economic and social development: environmental degradation can seriously undermine the economy and quality of life. 
The ecological dimension emphasizes the interdependence between humans and nature, emphasizing intergenerational 
responsibility – the moral obligation to leave future generations an environment at least as healthy and resource-rich as 
the one we currently enjoy. 
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