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Abstract: 

The focus of the current study is on the issues which jeopardize the achievement of development together 

with environmental management. Because those very crises we are concerned about–such as climate change, 

biodiversity loss, resource scarcity, and social equity issues–propose that a failure to execute sustainability is 

not simply the hand of mistaken-policy but is a deeply-seated dimension to governance structure, power 

distribution and ways of working. In this paper, through the lenses of ‘Earth System Governance’, ‘Polycentric 

Governance’ and ‘Institutional Theory,’ a hybrid theoretical perspective is applied to the critiques of 

government’s response. This is a multi-dimensional account of governance that takes into account institution 

building, actors’ actions, change, mechanisms for accountability and resource distribution; how institutions 

develop. Adopting this model, the study outlines four issues; fragmented institutions that do not cooperate 

with each other at all; a wide divide between the policy goals that has been promised and the reality of the 

implementation; inequalities in power and resources among multiple actors and sectors; excessive power and 

disproportionate corporate interests. This combined suggests that environmental governance is failing, and 

not due to a minor mistake on the part of one individual, but rather as a structural failure across our entire 

political and economic institutions. To realise these aims, this paper suggests multiple policy proposals. It 

nurtures an inclusive governance mechanism that caters for the local concerns being brought forward and 

enables full-scale benefits for all actors. In fact, it emphasizes the need to reformulate our economies and 

systems in such a way as to conform with the concepts of sustainability (e.g., ecological economics and natural 

resource accounting) and the integration thereof. The study also shows that it must be true that our policies 

must consider the overlapping systems within the water, energy and food systems and can utilise technology 

to enhance governance. And if we are going to really achieve sustainable development, this analysis comes to 

the conclusion that we need to transform our modes of governance — to make coherent, inclusive, more 

resilient and equity enhancing forms of governance. It serves as a reference point by which we may articulate 

links between the necessity of sustainable development in the complex and unjust world, by tying 

environmental protection to social justice. 
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1. Introduction:  

Sustainable development is one of the most pressing and conceptually urgent issues in contemporary global 

governance and in the context of climate change, biodiversity depletion, ecosystem degradation, resource 

depletion, environmental pollution and increasing social inequalities. These crises are no longer secondary to 

environmental issues so much as they are embedded in structures of production, consumption, energy systems, 

urbanization, trade and political decision-making that shape development trajectories around the world. 

Environmental crises like global warming, sea-level rise, forest degradation, desertification, freshwater stress, 

ocean acidification, and the loss of ecological resilience are damaging not just to the environment but also to 

the food security, public health, lives and livelihoods of people, the migration patterns and political stability. 

In this regard, sustainability has come to be at the forefront of international policy making in the form of the 

United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

that integrate economic development, social inclusion and environmental protection into a single development 

agenda. The goals are interrelated, but this interdependence results in both synergies as well as trade-offs. 

E.g., efforts to increase the growth of economic activity, industrial production, infrastructure, energy access, 
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or agricultural production may help reduce poverty and employment but increase emissions, ecological 

destruction, land-use change and resource pressures if governance systems fail to coexist with competing 

objectives. On the same lines, climate mitigation measures and conservation approaches can lead to new forms 

of inequality and social exclusion if they are made without consideration for justice, participation and local 

context. That is why sustainable development is not a technical or managerial issue to address, but is a 

governance one that starts with the power, institutions, coordination, accountability and the negotiation of 

competing values at different levels. 

 

Environmental governance is also increasingly regarded as the key mechanism under which sustainable 

development results are achieved and constrained or distorted in this context. In this paper we will define 

environmental governance in a broader and more detailed sense, which refers to the set of institutions, the 

formal frameworks of regulation, the norms of policy, the power relations within which environmental issues 

are defined, managed and contested. Nor does it have just a state-centric meaning, but environmental 

governance is very much multi-level and transnational in nature. National governments are still critical in 

terms of regulation, enforcement, public investment and international commitment, but they are not the only 

actors in the equation where the environment is concerned. International organizations, regional institutions, 

municipal institutions, development agencies, private companies, financial institutions, non-governmental 

organizations, community-based organizations, scientific bodies, Indigenous peoples and local social 

movements also have an important role in the setting of the agenda, creating knowledge, mobilizing resources, 

monitoring compliance and challenging the orthodox models of development. Environmental governance is 

the intersection of local, national and wider, and it includes formal and informal institutions. This holistic 

view is important because many of the most serious environmental concerns – like climate change, 

transboundary pollution, mass deforestation, marine environmental degradation, and unchecked exploitation 

of natural resources – cannot be addressed by the government alone. These problems are the result of patterns 

of international economic policies, imbalances in the world power relation, and the interaction among different 

industries that are beyond a single institution's ability to manage. Thus the quality of environmental 

governance relies not only on laws and treaties, but also on inter-sectoral coordination, policy alignment, 

administrative capacity, political will, legitimacy, inclusivity and the ability to adapt to uncertainty and 

complexity. Despite the significant development in the scope of environmental rules and agreements in recent 

decades - as well as in frameworks for biodiversity, green growth, and national sustainable development plans 

- implementation of environmental governance at the ground level is seriously disappointing. Globally, the 

level of greenhouse gas emissions is increasing, biodiversity indicators are deteriorating; the conservation of 

natural resources is not at a sufficient level to restore them to their former state. Moreover, pollution continues 

to be a major cause of disease, ecological degradation and social fragility. That discrepancy between the stated 

aims of different policy measures and the actual outcomes reflects a significant and chronic lack of policy 

implementation. In practical terms, the "Implementation Gap" describes the gap between our commitments 

and actions toward sustainable development, with regards to environmental protection, social justice, and 

long-term ecological integrity. Many governments have signed international treaty agreements, developed a 

climate action plan, developed environmental laws and established institutional frameworks for sustainability, 

but they do not often result in real change. The implementation is weak in some cases because of insufficient 

state capacity, weak budgets, insufficient technical knowledge, poor enforcement, and data shortfalls in some 

cases. In other cases, the problem is structural: environmental goals are subordinate to growth-based 

development models, extractive political economies and short-term electoral incentives that prevent any 

meaningful change. Policies can sound ambitious on paper but are at best a little weak in practice due to 

lobbying pressure, bureaucratic fragmentation, institutional duplications, corruption and the political 

resistance of powerful sectors like fossil fuels, mining, large-scale agriculture and infrastructure development. 

And environmental governance is often stymied by poor coordination of policy. Ministries like energy, 

transport, trade, industry, agriculture and finance, for example, have very different objectives and they can 

have objectives that directly undermine environmental sustainability yet environmental agencies are 

politically weak and administratively marginal. This lack of cohesive policy is one of the principal challenges 

to sustainable development and for those that are affected by environmental degradation is less due to the 

absence of environmental policies than to built-in contradictions in the broader governance system. Disparities 

in voice, representation, and accountability in environmental decision-making processes further lead to 
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deficiencies in policy implementation. Existing governance frameworks, that look inclusive on the surface, 

could actually marginalize marginalized communities, indigenous peoples, women, informal-sector workers, 

and the most vulnerable to environmental injustice. Large-scale conservation and protection projects, 

renewable energy efforts, efforts to adapt to climate change, and mechanisms for the “carbon trade”—

although often framed and championed through a sustainability lens—often produce a disproportionate 

burden-and-benefit split in reality. This is problematic with regard to issues of environmental justice, 

procedural legitimacy and democratic accountability. If these transitions toward sustainability are 

predominantly technical, top-down or market-focused processes, they will continue to deepen existing 

inequalities rather than solving those problems. In addition, global environmental governance is still 

structured around “North-South” (developed-developing country) imbalances, historical culpability for 

environmental degradation, and variable access to capital, technologies and institutional resources. It seems 

to suggest that developing countries are to make plans for low carbon and environmentally sustainable 

development — even when they have hardly made any contribution — while struggling with such problems 

as poverty, debts, lack of financial resources and climate change. On the other hand, in spite of our aspirations 

as global citizens, cooperation has been stymied by political rivalries, uneven climate finance commitments, 

poor enforcement of global arrangements and soft institutional requirements in multilaterals. These situations 

suggest that such environmental governance failures are not just a matter of administrative incompetence; 

they are rather an inherent part of wider socio-political-economic arrangements; the varieties of development 

and development models; or the changing distributions of power in different societies. 

 

1. Theoretical Framework :  

This paper is based on the Earth System Governance (ESG) model and Polycentric Governance and 

Institutional Theory to analyze the reasons why environmental governance fails to produce sustainable 

development outcomes and how new policy perspectives could help to address these problems. The choice of 

this combined framework is both conceptual and methodologically sound. The contemporary sustainability 

issues (such as climate change, biodiversity loss, resource depletion, pollution and ecological inequality) are 

not just technical or administrative problems of different types but also systemic governance issues based on 

institutional complexity, multi-level thinking and power relations and formal and informal rules at global, 

national and local levels. So a good environmental governance analysis requires a framework that is able to 

explain governance in terms of governance architecture and actor diversity, institutional fragmentation, policy 

adaptation, distributive justice and accountability. It is also a good option to use Earth System Governance 

because it was developed for governance in the context of global environmental change as it is the most 

complex system in the world and the structures of governance are heavily intertwined as already existing and 

are not able to cope with complexity, uncertainty and interdependence. 

 

The Earth System Governance framework has developed a well-structured and sophisticated conceptual 

framework for environmental governance, according to which there are five main dimensions: architecture, 

agency, adaptiveness, accountability and allocation. These dimensions are particularly relevant to the study 

of sustainable development because they are not only a reflection of the formal institutional structures that 

govern environmental problems and the political and normative frameworks that affect the effectiveness, 

legitimacy and equitable treatment of these systems. The first dimension, architecture, refers to the overall 

institutional architecture of governance systems: treaties and regulations, policy regimes, administrative 

bodies, market mechanisms, and transnational efforts. In the context of sustainable development the 

governance architecture is often very fragmented. Environmental problems are governed by a patchwork of 

international agreements, sectoral policies, national laws, local regulations, donor interventions and private 

sustainability standards that are ill-ordered and lack coordination. A fragmented architecture contributes to 

the implementation gap as policy objectives are often in conflict across sectors, institutional responsibilities 

may overlap or be unclear and environmental goals are often subordinate to competing economic priorities. 

The ESG framework helps this paper to understand how institutional fragmentation and policy incoherence 

can undermine sustainability outcomes even if the commitments are explicit. 

 

The second dimension, agency, is about how the actors involved in environmental governance are allocated 

and how authority, power and decision-making processes are shared among them. ESG goes beyond the state-
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centric lens of governance and recognizes that the outcome of environmental governance in the world is not 

only driven by the state but also a range of actors (government, international organizations, local authorities, 

businesses, civil society organizations, social movements, Indigenous communities, epistemic networks, and 

financial institutions). This is particularly important in sustainable development, where policy is not only 

determined by state regulation but also by the collaboration, contestation, and negotiation between different 

actors. In the process, the power of the government is distributed in a very uneven manner. Big business and 

powerful corporate actors can shape environmental regulation in ways that protect economic interests, while 

poor and marginalized communities are excluded from the decision-making process, despite bearing 

disproportionate environmental responsibilities. Similarly, global North institutions often have more power to 

set the agenda than actors from the global South in terms of finance, access to technology and policy influence. 

The ESG framework is a tool that points out that agency-led governance outcomes are affected by power 

relations and includes how there is a connection between inclusion, participation and representational justice 

in environmental governance. 

 

The third dimension, adaptiveness, refers to how well governance systems respond to changing environmental 

conditions, scientific uncertainty, new risks, and changing social demands. Sustainability challenges are 

dynamic and often non-linear in nature, and there is never a single easy way to solve them all. Climate impacts 

are more and more intense and change rapidly, biodiversity thresholds can be crossed at once, and the 

dynamics of society can fluctuate rapidly in response to crises, conflict, technological change, or market 

pressures. The traditional regulatory mechanisms are often rigid, sector-specific and do not take into account 

how long it takes to learn from experience or to adjust the policy tools and policy instruments. That is why 

environmental governance is often ill-equipped for this kind of change in nature. Policies may be outdated, 

implementation may not incorporate local knowledge and institutions may resist reform even when evidence 

indicates that current approaches are ineffective. The adaptiveness dimension thus serves as a key basis for 

evaluating new policy perspectives such as adaptive governance, iterative policy design, resilience-based 

planning and nature-based solutions. It also allows this paper to identify whether current governance systems 

are capable of learning, flexible and feedback in order to sustain long-term sustainable development in the 

face of uncertainty. 

 

The fourth dimension of accountability is the mechanisms through which actors involved in environmental 

governance are held responsible for their decisions, commitments and impacts. Accountability is critical to 

bridge the gap between formal policy ambition and the implementation of the policy. But the system of 

accountability in many environmental governance systems is weak. International agreements rely on 

voluntary compliance and weak enforcement mechanisms; national institutions are often opaque and often 

corrupted; private firms report on sustainability without making any actual environmental change; and 

affected communities are often not able to access legal remedies or participate in the governance process. And 

even more dauntingly, multi-level governance systems have no accountability for policy failures, so that it 

becomes difficult to identify who is to blame. The accountability dimension of ESG is especially important 

because it focuses on transparency, monitoring, enforcement, public participation and institutional 

answerability. As we know from sustainable development, accountability also has a normative dimension: 

governance systems have to work well while being politically justified and democratically justified. That is 

especially true for high-impact scholarship in which environmental governance is not only evaluated on its 

effectiveness but also on procedural quality and social legitimacy. The fifth dimension, allocation, is about 

the distribution of environmental benefits, costs, responsibilities and resources between actors, communities 

and regions. Allocation is closely tied to justice, equity and historical responsibility, which is at the heart of 

current sustainability debate. Environmental harms and adaptation costs are distributed unequally, and 

vulnerable populations and lower-income countries are often given the greatest burden despite being 

responsible for the least for global environmental degradation. In addition, benefits of resource extraction, 

industrialization and even certain sustainability-related transitions generally benefit those who can already 

exercise greater power. So ‘allocation’ foregrounds the distributive politics of the environment (more 

precisely: who gains, who loses, who bears the costs, who decides.) This aspect is of critical interest in 

understanding the political feasibility and the ethical legitimacy of environmental policies—carbon pricing, 

conservation regimes, the move to renewable energy and green industrial policies. And it also explains why 
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specific policies meet with resistance or fail to be implemented; governance reforms that fail to acknowledge 

distributive effects can undermine social acceptability, deepen inequality, and ultimately erode long-term 

sustainability. This paper makes a concrete connection between environmental governance and environmental 

justice and by including 'allocation', we can argue that sustainable development cannot be achieved without 

the equitable distribution of ecological risks, opportunities and decision-making power. 

 

While the Earth System Governance framework is the main theoretical basis for this study, we are able to gain 

even more clarity from applying the insights of Polycentric Governance (especially Elinor Ostrom’s work). 

Polycentric Governance argues that complex collective action problems are often best addressed by multiple 

(and often overlapping) and relatively autonomous entities instead of one central authority. This perspective 

is especially relevant to environmental governance since sustainability challenges are inherently cross-scale 

and context-dependent. National governments can’t regulate all aspects of climate change adaptation, water 

management, biodiversity conservation or land use planning. Local communities are well-prepared and can 

lead in implementation, transnational networks help with policy learning, and regional institutions can 

coordinate shared ecological systems. Polycentric systems can therefore support experimentation, learning, 

flexibility and stakeholder engagement. However, polycentricity is not automatically beneficial; without 

coordination, capacity and accountability, duplication, inconsistency, unequal performance and fragmentation 

of authority are inevitable. In this paper, Polycentric Governance is used to provide context for agency and 

architecture with a view to how those centres of authority interact in practice and to see if such structures 

enhance or hinder the implementation of sustainable development goals. It is especially useful to assess if 

decentralized and participatory structures of governance can overcome the limitations of hierarchical 

environmental regulation. 

 

Additionally, drawing on institutional theory, this research paper attempts to see if the formal rules, informal 

norms, organizational routines, and culturally embedded practices influence their effects on environmental 

governance. Institutional theory is essential because environmental failures most frequently stem not only 

from a lack of specific policies, but also from the fact that as institutional forms are path-dependent and 

resistant to change they become entrenched within broader political and economic systems of a more global 

nature. Institutions build incentives to make things happen, they set what behavior is allowed and reproduce 

its values over time. Environmental practices remain in a rather sub-optimal situation as a result of having 

been institutionally embedded in development planning, fiscal systems, infrastructure spending, land tenure 

arrangements, and energy markets. As a result, institutional theory is helpful in understanding the fact that 

making these sustainability policy adaptations is generally difficult, even though there is scientific evidence, 

legal commitments and public discussion on a public policy level. It highlights the problems of institutional 

inertia, isomorphism, compliance without change, symbolism, and the divergence between formal rules and 

actual behavior. This framework proves particularly useful in this paper for the understanding of the 

"implementation gap", where although environmental institutions may accept sustainability vernacular and 

frameworks it is likely to work within established norms, within a bureaucratic framework and amid economic 

pressures. Incorporating the theory of institutionalism brings much greater coherence to this research paper 

and facilitates a better understanding of why change fails to occur within governance systems and why 

institutional reform necessitates addressing not only legal frameworks but also organizational culture and 

power structures. 

 

These three frameworks together constitute a strong conceptual framework for the analysis in this paper. Earth 

System Governance is the overall model for governance complexity based on architecture, agency, 

adaptiveness, accountability and allocation. Polycentric Governance provides a new lens to investigate multi-

level and overlapping authority systems, which makes it possible to see both the merits and demerits of 

decentralized environmental governance. Institutional Theory offers a more theoretical explanation for why 

governance failures persist and how rules, norms and path dependencies shape implementation in practice. 

Based on this integration of these factors, the paper models environmental governance as based on five 

interrelated conditions: institutional coherence, inclusive and balanced agency, adaptive capacity, accountable 

implementation, and equitable allocation of responsibilities and outcomes. If governance systems are 

fragmented, biased towards narrow interests, rigid in design, poorly monitored and distributively unjust, they 
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are unlikely to lead to sustainable development. Instead, if institutions are organized across sectors and scales, 

decision-making is participatory and representative, policies can be learned and adjusted, accountability 

mechanisms are credible and distributive concerns are addressed, environmental governance is best placed to 

facilitate resilient and equitable sustainability transitions. This model also informs the problem of the paper's 

two research questions: first, how the systemic barriers to governance emerge and, second, how new policy 

perspectives can improve governance performance. This theoretical framework is descriptive and normative: 

it describes failures and gives recommendations for how to reform in order to address these problems. This 

makes it particularly appropriate for a high-quality paper that is intended for publication in a high-impact 

journal, in which theoretical clarity, conceptual integration and policy relevance are integral components of 

scholarly contribution. 

 

2. Systemic Challenges in Environmental Governance:  

2.1 Institutional fragmentation and the silo habit:  

One of the structural weaknesses in environmental governance is that of the fragmentation of power, 

responsibility and decision-making at different levels of government and in various sectors, but not at the 

same level of coordination or integration in the organization of the government. In reality, environmental 

governance is rarely organised in a uniform institutional framework. It is often embedded in a silo of 

departments and bodies, international instruments, donor programs, local authorities and private structures 

with distinct mandates, priorities and political structures. This fragmentation results in a silo culture, where 

environmental problems are considered to be the responsibility of different agencies and not necessarily cross-

cutting issues that are fundamental to the development of energy, agriculture, trade, transport, urban 

development, industry and finance and so on. 

 

The lack of cooperation among the ministries of environmental protection, economic growth, and regional 

development could be a national instance in this regard. On the energy side, ministries have continued to 

subsidize fossil fuels and approve mining projects while those for the environment are aiming for targets 

which would result in lower carbon emissions. Agriculture ministries back monocultural farming systems in 

which crucial resources are used as key inputs, whereas biodiversity and water agencies support ecosystem 

restoration and sustainable land management. The Trade and Industry Department is inclined under export-

oriented growth strategies more to resource depletion, pollution, and ecological degradation; on the other 

hand, environmental regulators operate under politically weak and administratively marginalized leadership. 

These institutional contradictions serve not as operational bottlenecks, but as a consequence of ingrained 

power imbalances within the state: environmental entities hold less budgetary power, political authority, and 

enforcement capacity than economically strategic sectors. Thus environmental governance often becomes 

subordinated to short-term developmental or financial goals, leading to incoherence and weak and inconsistent 

policy implementation. 

 

Fragmentation is vertically across governance scales too. Local governments are often tasked with 

implementing environmental policies without sufficient resources, technical expertise, or legal authority. 

Nations may sign ambitious international climate and biodiversity agreements that don’t align with domestic 

planning frameworks, fiscal systems and subnational capacities. Fragmentation is also a global phenomenon. 

Global environmental governance deals with a number of treaty regimes on climate change, biodiversity, 

desertification, chemicals, oceans and trade, each with its own institutions, reporting mechanisms, funding 

and normative priorities. As specialization can generate expertise, it also leads to governance gaps, overlap, 

duplication, and competing responsibilities. Climate mitigation policies may conflict with biodiversity goals 

if large-scale renewable energy and biofuel projects are developed without adequate ecological safeguards, 

for instance. Trade rules may also constrain domestic environmental regulation and development finance 

mechanisms may continue to benefit carbon-intensive infrastructure even when sustainability rhetoric is on 

the rise. 

 

From Earth System Governance's perspective, this fragmentation is indicative of a poorly integrated 

governance structure, in which the different areas of the problem in question are institutionally separated from 

each other. The result is a perpetual failure to address the systemic nature of environmental crises. Climate 
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change, biodiversity loss, food insecurity, water scarcity and urban vulnerability are all compounded by 

interconnected socio-ecological systems, yet governance structures remain fragmented. This disconnect 

undermines strategic planning, undermines institutional learning and hinders the kind of integrated policy 

responses needed for sustainable development. Increasingly, high-impact research argues that policy 

coherence is not a secondary issue but a key requirement for environmental effectiveness. Without 

institutional mechanisms to bring together sectoral silos, align domestic and international commitments and 

embed long-term ecological considerations in economic decision-making, governance systems are likely to 

remain reactive, fragmented and insufficiently transformative. 

 

2.2 The Policy-Implementation Gap:  

The second key challenge of environmental governance is the policy-implementation gap, that is, the gap 

between formal policy commitments and implementation on the ground. Over the past few decades, states 

and international institutions have devised an ever expanding number of environmental legislations, climate 

plans, strategies, objectives, and regulation frameworks. But just putting a policy into paper is not equivalent 

to having it implemented; policy and implementation are not the same thing and sometimes implementing 

does not work. Many failures to lead to environmental governance are not laws or policy in the abstract; many 

failures of environmental governance are systems that lack enforcement and monitoring capabilities, 

regulations enforcement and monitoring, compliance with regulation and state capacity. This disparity 

between intention and action is one of the most significant problems of sustainable development. Both at the 

local, and national level, such deficiencies in implementation are largely blamed on poor administrative 

capacity and a lack of institutional resources. Regulators either lack the qualified staff, evidence-based 

infrastructure to make sure they are checking their environmental practices reliably using digital monitoring 

tools or they do not have enough budget to carry out oversight, investigations or regulatory compliance. Local 

governments are supposed to implement conservation laws, waste systems, adaptation plans and land use 

regulations — yet often they are required to do so without a subsidy or technical independence. In low-income, 

politically fragile societies, these challenges are compounded, among other, by other popular governance 

problems, such as corruption, bureaucratic turnover, political patronage and an inadequate rule of law. Even 

when laws exist, they are not consistently enforced; sometimes lack in funding for execution and are only 

symbolic or superficial on their enforcement. There may be Environmental Impact Assessments, pollution 

standards, forest protection regulations or land use policies on paper, however, they are, for want of the 

political and judicial checks and balances, punitive mechanisms or pressure from powerful economic interests, 

applied poorly in practice. Another key weakness is monitoring. Environmental governance is effective only 

when it can provide accurate, timely and transparent information on environmental conditions, compliance 

with regulatory norms and product of their outcomes. However, in many countries there is no integrated 

monitoring system, no interoperable database, no geo-spatial infrastructure, no institutional coordination for 

environmental activities reporting. It may be: old, bad--in terms of quality or availability but also unavailable 

or be influenced by manipulation or politics. These failures include enforcement agencies that do not detect 

violations of regulation, citizens that cannot hold institutions accountable, governments that often exaggerate 

the progress they make toward sustainability goals. Emerging digital tools, such as satellite data and remote 

sensing, can strengthen monitoring capabilities in specific sectors, but their use is still limited and sporadic 

and often not integrated into enforcement systems. In addition, monitoring is not politically neutral — it raises 

fundamental questions about what is measured, whose information counts, and how it is interpreted. Narrow 

technical indices can mask local ecological realities or social impacts, thus specifying the limits of the wider 

governance value of environmental data. 

 

Political economy is also a factor in compliance problems. Firms, local elites and influential sectors can escape 

regulations when penalties are weak or enforcement is patchy or state actors are involved. Compliance is 

particularly difficult in areas like mining, energy, agribusiness, construction and waste management; where 

environmental damage is too severe, and the interests of those sectors are too strong. In some cases 

governments are undermining compliance by granting exemptions, legalizing environmentally damaging 

practices retroactively or prioritizing investment over environmental protection. This shows that the 

implementation gap is not just a technical problem of administrative weakness but also a political matter that 

relates to a disparity in power and the lack of enforcement of regulation from an administrative perspective. 
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From a theoretical perspective the implementation gap can be understood through Institutional Theory and 

Earth System Governance. Institutional Theory explains the gap between formal rules and practice and how 

institutional compliance may not change the reality, but is more of a performance-based rather than a product 

of how governments conduct themselves. States and organizations might adopt sustainability policies to gain 

legitimacy but do not intend to change the behavior. Earth System Governance, however, focuses on weak 

accountability and insufficient adaptiveness in governance systems. In institutions that do not monitor their 

performance, learn from failure and adjust policy instruments, then implementation weaknesses go unsolved. 

For high impact scholarship the key point is implementation should not be seen as just a downstream 

administrative process in a way which is separate from governance design. Rather, implementation is shaped 

by the institutional architecture, political incentives, social legitimacy, and distributive conflicts. So for 

sustainable development to succeed we need not just normatively ambitious but also administratively capable, 

politically credible and deeply rooted governance systems, one that is locally based. 

 

2.3 Socio-economic and geopolitical inequalities: 

 Environmental governance affect both the cause of environmental degradation and the capacity to solve it. A 

strong tension in global sustainability politics is the asymmetry in the degree to which global North and South 

are equally responsible for environmental issues and vulnerability, and how to respond to these problems. 

Historically developed countries have been heavily responsible for greenhouse gas emissions, resource 

extraction and environmental degradation, but most of the worst impacts of climate change, biodiversity loss 

and environmental instability are being felt by poor countries which have been least impacted by these crises. 

Low-income and lower-middle-income countries are more vulnerable to climate shocks, less equipped to 

respond to them, have less financial capacity and are more reliant on climate-sensitive sectors like agriculture, 

fisheries and natural resources. It is this asymmetry that is at the heart of current debates on climate justice, 

ecological debt and responsibility in environmental governance. 

 

The North-South divide is not only one of historical emissions; it is also one of power, finance, technology, 

and policy autonomy. Developing countries are often under the demand for long-term sustainability transitions 

— decarbonizing their economies, protecting biodiversity, responding to fast-moving ecological changes — 

with poverty, unemployment, urban stresses, debt, and development deficits. However, the international aid 

to help that transition has been limited and spotty. The promises of climate finance have repeatedly fallen 

short of political rhetoric; adaptation finance has a small part to play relative to actual needs; and access to 

concessional funding is often stymied by complex bureaucratic requirements. In addition to increasing 

dependency, financing structures can create more dependency than empowerment. It’s actually a paradox: 

Developing countries are encouraged to take on new debt related to green infrastructure and resilience 

initiatives so they borrow for the purpose of assisting in resolving crises in whose creation they have had 

almost no part. This nexus of debt, development, and climate confines the space for policy and tethers 

governments to externally determined goals rather than local sustainability strategies. Geopolitical 

inequalities influence how knowledge is produced and agendas develop within environmental governance. 

Scientific expertise, technical expertise, data infrastructure, and institutional knowledge are concentrated in 

rich countries and large international organizations, and accordingly, they are who decide the policies that will 

be considered legitimate and the forms of progress that will be measurable along with which pathways for 

change will be acceptable or undesired. Therefore, global environmental governance may not only be a 

question of material inequalities but also epistemic inequalities. Uniformity in policy frameworks, without 

regard for past obligations, social circumstances, and capabilities, undermines the very notion of 

sustainability. For example, conservation agendas often limit the local land use of affected populations without 

providing them with any compensation; conversely, carbon offset markets can transfer the onus of mitigation 

onto disadvantaged communities without meaningful bargaining power. The ‘transition minerals’ critical to 

clean energy systems also spring from countries in the 'Global South'—where economic and social inequality, 

including environmental injustice, is often so pervasive, and if not properly handled, this 'green transition' 

risks reinforcing exploitative inequalities. 

 

The distributional dimension of Earth System Governance is particularly useful here. The concept of 

allocation draws attention to how environmental benefits, burdens, costs and responsibilities are distributed 
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between actors and territories. Sustainable development can’t be seen only in terms of numbers; it must also 

be evaluated in terms of fairness. If sustainability policies deepen debt dependence, shift burdens to the most 

vulnerable and maintain asymmetry in technology and finance, governance may be environmentally active 

but socially unjust. But such outcomes do not lend legitimacy and in the long run can undermine the 

sustainability of policy implementation. In this sense, climate justice is not a secondary ethical issue but a 

crucial one of governance. Well-respected journals are looking for ways to link environmental effectiveness 

with distributive justice, knowing that lasting sustainability transitions depend on addressing the historical 

inequalities that remain in the global political economy. Without more equitable financing systems, more 

recognition of differentiated responsibilities, and more support for locally grounded development models, 

environmental governance will remain contested and insufficient. 

 

2.4 Corporate Capture and Greenwashing:  

 A systemic issue in environmental governance is the increasing power of corporate actors, and the lack of 

corporate environmental governance mechanisms. Transnational corporations are key to the global 

environmental governance system via resource extraction, industrial production, energy systems, global 

supply chains and infrastructure investment, land-use and financial decisions. At the same time, corporations 

have become all-round partners in the sustainability governance process in terms of voluntary commitments, 

environmental reporting, net-zero commitments and ESG disclosure frameworks. Private sector participation 

is often used as a way to attract capital and innovation but also to shield businesses from regulation and to be 

used for corporate capture and greenwashing. 

 

Corporate capture occurs when firms hold a disproportionate amount of influence over environmental 

policymaking, standard setting, enforcement priorities or public discourse in ways that either erode regulatory 

standards or redirect governance towards market-friendly but environmentally inadequate outcomes. This 

could be through overt action such as influencing the government to limit emissions, contesting environmental 

liability, negotiating trade and investment contracts or backing political campaigns. This influence also 

appears in less visible forms—ranging from expert networks, to public-private partnerships, to consultative 

arrangements, to the institutional normalization of voluntary self-regulation. Big companies in industries like 

fossil fuels, mining, agribusiness, chemicals and large-scale manufacturing may possess commercial power 

that dwarfs the regulatory capability of many states — especially in lower-income places, where state 

governments compete for both investment and export revenue. Environmental regulation might be weak, 

patchy, or incentivized in pursuit of the preferences of corporations over environmental ones. Greenwashing 

exacerbates the situation further by offering a legal and ethical grey area for companies to make claims of 

environmental responsibility without actually putting any meaningful adjustments in place. With the power 

of sustainable branding, selective reporting, carbon offsetting and ambiguous long-term targets, corporations 

can walk the talk on a sustainable development front all the while keeping their business models 

fundamentally detrimental to the planet. Voluntary reporting on ESG has become ubiquitous – with investors, 

regulators and consumers demanding increased transparency – but is hamstrung by disparate standards, flimsy 

verification, selective metrics and no serious punishment for poor performance. There are plenty of ESG 

frameworks that prioritize disclosure over real environmental consequences – meaning that companies can be 

very successful in governing or reporting, but not with their emissions, pollution, deforestation, labor 

exploitation or harming ecosystems. There’s no better example than net-zero commitments – companies can 

promise to reduce emissions but they depend on offsets, leave out Scope 3 emissions and drag their feet in 

implementing deep reforms inside their core business. It is an example of when governance is nothing more 

than symbolic. Regulation of multinational corporations is made even more difficult by the existence of 

regional difficulties and the fragmentation of global governance. Because companies operate in so many 

different countries with different legal systems and supply chains, they can easily shift environmentally 

harmful business activity away from the countries where they operate today to other nations without stringent 

laws or no enforcement ability. 

 

National regulators may have trouble imposing standards on global mobile capital, and international law has 

not yet been able to establish binding corporate environmental requirements on companies globally. That 

creates a structural mismatch between the global scale of corporate activity and the territorial boundaries of 
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most regulatory institutions. There are nevertheless accountability gaps within supply chains: about 

outsourced emissions, deforestation-related commodities, hazardous waste, and labor-environment links. 

In terms of the Earth System Governance perspective this is directly a question of agency and accountability. 

Corporations are powerful governance actors, and their growing power in sustainability governance has not 

come with the same level of public oversight, democratic control or accountability to be found in a more 

robust system. Institutional Theory provides another reason why voluntary corporate sustainability norms are 

often divorced from reality: companies use reporting standards and sustainability language to ensure they 

have legitimacy with regulators, investors and the public but do not necessarily change their behavior. And so 

the problem for high impact scholarship is not just to critique corporate participation but to understand the 

institutional conditions under which private authority can either contribute to or hinder real sustainability 

changes. The evidence is growing that voluntary ESG approaches are not enough for disclosure, they are not 

enough without effective, robust public regulation, due diligence and independent verification, anti-

greenwashing standards and cross-border accountability mechanisms. If environmental governance is to 

support sustainable development in a meaningful way it must confront the structural power of corporations 

and move from disclosure-based models towards systems that align corporate conduct with enforceable 

ecological and social obligations. 

 

3. Innovative Policy Perspectives and Solutions:  

3.1 Transitioning to Polycentric and Inclusive Governance: 

One of the most promising ways to address the implementation failures of conventional environmental 

governance is to move towards a more polycentric and inclusive governance. Polycentric governance often 

began with the work of Elinor Ostrom and is the concept of multiple, overlapping and interdependent 

leadership centres instead of a single centralized institution. Such a perspective is especially relevant in 

sustainable development because environmental problems are very complex in nature, socially and 

ecologically regionally dependent. Central governments may have a set of regulatory frameworks, but many 

sustainability issues– watershed management, biodiversity conservation, local climate adaptation, waste 

reduction and sustainable land use– are all driven by decision making by the people of the local area, 

communities, Indigenous organizations, regional bodies and global networks. Polycentric governance 

therefore offers a remedy to a top-down approach to governance which is not as central as a top-down. 

 

One of the greatest strengths of polycentric governance is that it can be improved in practice through local 

empowerment and context-specific responsiveness. Local actors have deep ecological knowledge, more 

incentive to do long-term stewardship and a more immediate awareness of environmental change than distant 

central institutions. Community-led forest management, co-management of fisheries, decentralized renewable 

energy initiatives, participatory watershed governance and urban climate resilience networks all demonstrate 

that local governance can enhance compliance, legitimacy and adaptability when well-supported. But local 

empowerment should not be a romanticized enterprise. Decentralization does not make for sustainable or just 

institutions; local institutions can reproduce inequality, elite capture or exclusion. For this reason, a good 

governance framework must shift from polycentricity to inclusive polycentric governance, where local and 

subnational actors are empowered in systems that also protect rights, procedural safeguards, accountability 

and access to resources. 

 

In this respect, the inclusion of Indigenous knowledge systems is now becoming a key element of 

environmental governance innovation. Indigenous peoples have long managed ecosystems through place-

based practices, relational ontologies and stewardship principles that are very different from extractive or 

technocratic governance models. The evidence is mounting that territories governed or co-governed by 

Indigenous peoples generally yield excellent conservation outcomes, biodiversity protection and climate 

resilience. But mainstream governance systems have historically marginalized Indigenous knowledge as 

being subordinate to formal scientific expertise or even Indigenous communities being excluded from land-

use and conservation decisions. Increasingly, sustainability research indicates that inclusion needs more than 

consultation; it needs to be institutionalized in terms of Indigenous rights, land tenure, governance authority 

and epistemic legitimacy. Integrating Indigenous knowledge into environmental governance can help in 

ecological insights, adaptive capacities and remedy longstanding injustices in sustainability policy. However, 
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this must take place in a way that avoids tokenism, knowledge extraction and depoliticization of Indigenous 

claims. 

 

A means to provide inclusive governance is citizen science and participatory environmental monitoring. 

Citizen science allows non-governmental organisations including local communities, civil society 

organizations (CSOs), students and volunteers to collect, analyze and publish environmental data about 

biodiversity, water quality, pollution, land-use changes, and the impacts of climate change. This may trigger 

dramatic transformations in environmental governance regarding access to more data, transparency, public 

engagement and accountability. In cases where government oversight is insufficient or constrained due to a 

lack of resources, citizen-generated data can serve as vital evidence of harmful environmental impacts and 

the call to better regulate them. Put differently, participatory knowledge creation can democratize knowledge 

through challenging the jurisdiction of the state and corporations over environmental information. But citizen 

science becomes valuable only once there is confidence that data is reliable and usable at institutions, that 

digital tools exist, and that government representatives have to be willing to identify and adopt locally-

generated evidence. So the policy implication is not as to whether citizen science should replace public 

investment in monitoring but as to how we may use it in the context of environmental governance systems as 

an adjunct to them. Cumulatively, these trends show an urgent demand for environmental governance that 

goes beyond a hierarchy and a handful of players, but rather, which is collaborative, community-based and 

participatory. This kind of transition entails local rights and entitlements in legal reform; structures for co-

production of knowledge on the institutional level; financing models suitable for sub-national and community-

based projects; process-oriented mechanisms to ensure that, compared with tokenistic involvement, 

meaningful participation is possible. In the context of Earth System Governance, this development in 

governance is a good thing for autonomy, resilience and accountability. In fact, a flood of community 

participation represents more than a catalyst for policy-makers to produce a better policy. It is an important 

fact that better environmental governance in this way is more than just good policies and regulations; and this 

is precisely the relevance of this policy approach to high-impact journals, that is to say it concerns more 

legitimate, more pluralistic forms of collective action. 

 

 3.2 Economic and Market-Based Policy Innovations:  

Another major area of policy innovation is the transformation of economic governance to match markets, 

fiscal systems and investment flows to the environment. Most of the time environmental policies have relied 

on narrow policies like pollution control standards or carbon taxes but modern sustainability issues do not just 

require specific policy interventions, but also have to do with structural changes that are needed in the 

economic structures through which ecological degradation is to be addressed. Increasingly, high impact 

scholarship suggests that sustainable development is not achieved by merely sending out price signals, but 

requires structural changes in production systems, consumption patterns, industrial policy, public accounting 

and global subsidy regimes. And the three innovations are particularly significant: circular economy 

mandates, natural capital accounting and the elimination of environmentally harmful subsidies. 

 

The circular economy is beyond the linear “take, make, use and dispose” model of industrial development 

that has been in place for many generations. Circularity seeks to reduce waste, extend product life cycles, 

increase repairability and recycling, recover materials and reduce need for resource throughput across the 

value chain. Although often discussed in business and industrial policy circles, circular economy governance 

is key to a sustainable policy design. Instead of thinking of waste management as an “end-of-pipe” problem, 

circular mandates can put sustainability at the heart of production through eco-design, producer responsibility, 

mandatory recycled content, right-to-repair laws and resource efficiency goals. These are policies that can 

reduce emissions, lessen the impact of raw materials consumption and foster innovation in sustainable 

manufacturing. But circular economy should not be viewed as just a technical efficiency tool. Without 

effective regulation it can be reduced to a narrow corporate agenda that is only for profit rather than for social 

justice or reduced consumption. For this reason, effective circular governance requires clear legal oversight, 

transparent metrics, labour protections and alignment with sustainable development objectives as opposed to 

voluntary sector measures. 
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A second innovation is natural capital accounting that aims at incorporating the importance of ecosystems, 

biodiversity, soil, forests, freshwater and other ecological assets into national accounting systems and policy 

appraisal. Current economic indicators such as GDP, in general, ignore environmental depletion and 

ecosystem degradation and reward short-term growth but do not consider long-term sustainability. Natural 

capital accounting aims to alleviate this bias by making ecological value visible in the management of 

investment decisions, planning and budgeting. If the economic cost of environmental loss is quantified it can 

be a benefit to public policy and by helping to restore the ecosystem and trade-offs can be explained more 

accurately. For instance, to evaluate the long-term value of wetlands and their role in flood management or 

carbon sequestration or biodiversity and support agriculture and tourism governments are able to use 

ecosystem accounts. It is also controversial. Critics say that assigning monetary value to nature can 

commodify ecosystems and make it easy for market logic to supersede intrinsic and relational values. Natural 

capital accounting should be used as a decision-support tool, rather than as a justification for marketization. 

A policy would combine ecological accounting with rights-based protections, precautionary regulation, and 

plural valuation that recognizes cultural and social dimensions of environmental goods. 

 

A third, and particularly pressing reform, is restructuring the global subsidy regimes. Governments continue 

to spend mountains of cash on fossil fuels, industrial agriculture, overfishing and other harmful activities; 

often far more than they pay for renewable energy, conservation or ecosystem restoration. These subsidies 

skewer the international financial markets, trap unsustainable behaviour — not to mention undermine the 

credibility of pledges around climate and biodiversity. Reforming them may be of great strength but is also 

politically very hard work in order to take the country forward in sustainable development. Changing subsidies 

for fossil fuels could also open the door to lower emissions and to release public money into social welfare, 

to transition to new forms of clean energy, and to help alleviate the impact of what we know as climate change. 

Agricultural subsidy reform may help to promote practices of agroecological farming, soil recovery and 

improved water and fertiliser usage. However, subsidy elimination will require planning to avoid the 

regressive social impact particularly of low-income households and vulnerable producers. In this way, 

subsidies constitute a key governance matter in the areas of allocation, accountability and political legitimacy. 

In this context, where policy analysis is of high influence, we should not underestimate that it is socially 

desirable and environmentally sound to respond to reform through just transition, compensatory transfers, 

phased implementation and participatory negotiation to attain social acceptance and environmental 

responsibility. 

 

These innovations all suggest that environmental governance needs to engage more deeply with economic 

policy. Rather than treating sustainability as an obstacle to growth that is managed through singular 

environmental measures, the policy frameworks should attempt to reform the incentives, accounting systems 

and fiscal systems that produce unsustainable outcomes. For Earth System Governance, this can improve 

architecture and allocation by aligning financial systems with ecological limits and distributive justice. For 

publication in high-impact journals, this line of analysis is particularly valuable because it links environmental 

governance with macroeconomic reform, industrial policy and political economy, which is increasingly 

relevant in these sustainability debates. 

 

3.3 The Nexus Approach to Policy Design:  

A third innovative policy perspective is the nexus approach, the Water-Energy-Food (WEF) nexus. This 

approach has emerged as a response to the problems caused by making policies for one sector without thinking 

about the sectors. 

 

The nexus perspective starts with the idea that environmental and developmental systems are deeply 

connected. We need water to make energy and grow food. Energy is needed to treat water irrigate crops, 

transport goods and process food. Food systems affect how water we use how we use land, biodiversity and 

emissions. 

 

Policies made in one sector can have effects on sectors. For example expanding irrigation can improve food 

production. Use more water and energy. Promoting biofuels can support low-carbon energy goals. Compete 
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with food crops and change land use. Building dams can provide renewable electricity but harm river 

ecosystems and local communities. 

 

The purpose of the Nexus approach is to extend beyond policy-making specific to an industry only. Its goals 

are to develop a coherent set of policies taking into account these sectors ties. In this study, the Nexus 

framework has special significance; in a governance system, benefits, trade-offs, and co-benefits become 

apparent which are often missed in traditional governance. This is especially important in relation to 

sustainable development governance because a large number of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are 

strongly related to one another. As illustrated by the WEF Nexus approach, the impact of actions from one 

sector, especially through resource use, environmental and social impacts, on the other enable strategic 

planning in all levels of human and ecological systems. But the Nexus method also has its issues. Its most 

troubling limitation is that this viewpoint often leans more on technical solutions, neglecting important 

dynamics such as politics, inequality, and power. Decisions over where to share water, energy or food 

resources need competing demands and power will be unfairly distributed. The other issue has institutional 

consequences. If it provides insight into the conceptual relation between systems, public administration is 

typically marked by sectoral ministries, siloed budgets and specialization. Policies at the nexus point must be 

based on institutional innovation; for instance inter-ministerial forums and integrated data systems. Its ability 

to translate theory into practice on behalf of governance and thus influence decisions taken on the policy level 

can place the Nexus approach at the forefront of high-impact academic research. By providing a benchmark 

model, it will not only help to shatter silos and break siloed thinking, but also be part of stronger resilience, 

efficiencies and inclusive use of the SDGs. The key scholarly contributions give an in-depth account of how 

Nexus governance would be socially inclusive and institutionally practicable. In this paper you will first learn 

about the Nexus as a governance that depends on who holds power, if the coordinating institutions function, 

and the role community members play in decision making. 

 

3.4 Technological Governance and Data-Driven Policy: 

The environment is our biggest challenge, and we are constantly finding better solutions for preserving it. 

Such solutions as advanced technologies and data-driven tools are alternatives with new experimental areas 

in environmental governance. It includes monitoring environmental states and compliance with regulations, 

among others, using artificial intelligence, digital twins, satellite monitoring and sensor networks. The tools 

themselves are extremely powerful. They help government and other organizations to monitor problems — 

deforestation, pollution and climate change. Satellite surveillance, for example, gives us a precise sense of the 

moment when trees are felled in woodlands. Earth observation technology offers a way to determine exactly 

how much methane gas is emitted. Thus, this capacity is important for us, as it will at least be essential in 

detecting the sources of those destructive to the environment and allow us to implement actions toward 

remedial measures to ensure an end to such activities. It is because artificial intelligence is also a massive 

assist, helping us wrangle through multitudes of data, with the aim of identifying and thus predicting the 

environmental phenomena accurately and in simple terms. It also allows us to predict the weather, to give 

warnings about disasters ranging from floods to droughts, to save energy and save on the environment. Digital 

twins are just as powerful — they enable us to simulate living systems -- like cities, or ecosystems, from real 

life in the world. So we could see what would go wrong with this, therefore we could do so and we could 

check and test and test multiple types of scenarios for how they can be and how it would affect the ecosystem 

before we take any action. But these technologies alone don’t provide an end-to-end solution to any 

environmental problem. That said, they are only as good as their responsible and transparent use. In doing so, 

we must make certain it’s possible for everyone to access these tools — and wield them for the benefit of the 

planet, not to advance particular human interests or those of those within particular corporations. That these 

devices ought to be used carefully is not surprising; they can be misused to snoop onto information harvested 

by governments and individuals or that at higher levels of technology, through threats to their privacy. There 

are also some risks for those instruments to apply for the environment. For example, if we take a specific 

dataset and train an AI system on that data — it may make decisions contrary to what the planet actually 

needs. What’s more, if we follow the advice of “digital twins” who help inform our decisions, we almost 

certainly risk missing fundamental elements like “human values” or some form of indigenous knowledge — 

all of which are necessary to protect our environment. So the right way to use these tools should be to use it 
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with a rational, democratic lens. It’s up to us to ensure the voices of all stakeholders in the development and 

rollout of these technologies are respected, that we use them for real reasons — and that doing so ideally 

benefits everyone (not just them). This is widely researched in environmental studies. Yes, we require this sort 

of work for the proper environmental reason. It should also be done in systems of implementing these 

technologies to aid environmental governance and administration. This means employing data-based tools to 

inform more informed decisions and establishing clear accountability structures for people’s own 

environmental impact. And just as we need to engage carefully with these tools, hopefully to the greatest 

environmental benefit — we also need to make sure that they are accessible to all for everyone, to make sure 

we are no longer disowned by the planet. These types of solutions might be really effective in getting better 

environment, if done right. But if they leverage their tools in a manner that makes environmental good the 

next good, then the negative side of this is plain to see: If we don't leverage them properly, things won't 

continue in an optimized way, and environmental problems will deepen. The environment is a critical subject 

and the stewardship of it is collective. Many times environmental benefit appears in new technologies through 

their very positive effects. At least they are useful for addressing environmental concerns honestly and 

transparently. That means they must be available to everyone, and used for environmental purposes. And this 

sort of inquiry in environmental science is essential. The work for the environment must be done faithfully 

and narrowly — and it is. But we should take these technologies, of course how to better manage governance 

and control, how we may promote environmental responsibility in the public. The implementation of these 

technologies as per their best interest on different stakeholders will be very careful. 

 

4. Conclusion : 

Development cannot happen on the sole basis of having good environmental policies. This relies on the degree 

of governance. Issues such as global warming, loss of biodiversity, pollution, and depletion of natural 

resources to name a few are something that we are experiencing. This is less a failure of our laws or institutions 

and more a failure of our systems of governance. They cannot convert our aspirations into practice. As this 

paper has shown, there are very serious governance issues. They are a consequence of things like weak 

institutions, poor policymaking, and a lack of accountability. Sustainable development is a political and 

institutional issue, not a technical challenge. We need to change the way we govern and decide. This paper 

relies on Earth System Governance and Polycentric Governance, as well as Institutional Theory to explain the 

reasons why environmental governance is not being effective. And these principles have provided us with the 

necessary tools to understand that they are more than administrators’ issues, but that we will find these are 

rooted in power dynamics and institutional inadequacies. This is what we should have – problems, not simply 

symptoms. And one problem is fragmentation between our institutions. Different parts of government have 

come to no longer cooperating. Horizontal coordination is also missing, the departments are communicating 

poorly with one another. So this is an obstacle for sustainability. Moreover, as we note above, environmental 

governance has come to mean compliance with the regulation in other words there are no changes. And it 

seems that countries are following the rules, but maybe not. This is particularly true of such countries as those 

with monitoring and enforcement. The growing role of corporations is also a challenge. They can influence 

policies and regulations which can lead to greenwashing and symbolic sustainability claims. This means that 

companies may say they are environmentally friendly. They are not really making any significant changes. 

Despite these challenges we have identified some policy perspectives that can help. These include polycentric 

and inclusive forms of governance, economic and market-oriented reforms and nexus-based policy design. 

We can also use data-driven tools to improve monitoring and enforcement. However these tools must be used 

in a way that's transparent, accountable and equitable. 

 

The main point of this study is that environmental governance needs to change. We need to move from 

adjustments to a more integrated, adaptive and justice-cantered model of sustainability governance. This 

means that we need to coordinate across sectors and scales incorporate knowledge systems and build credible 

mechanisms of accountability. We also need to rethink the relationship between the state, market actors and 

civil society. Public institutions are essential for setting rules and ensuring that sustainability transitions are 

not captured by interests. At the time governance must be participatory and socially rooted. This means that 

affected communities must be involved in decision-making and not just treated as beneficiaries. For policy 

our findings suggest that sustainable development will remain elusive unless international environmental 
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governance addresses issues like historical responsibility, climate finance and epistemic inequality. 

Environmental effectiveness and environmental justices’ not competing goals; they are interconnected. 

Policies that ignore fairness and voice are less likely to be successful. In conclusion the crisis of development 

is a crisis of governance design and power. Environmental degradation persists because our institutions are 

fragmented, unevenly accountable and structurally constrained. Addressing this crisis requires more, than 

stronger policies or isolated tools. It requires integration, inclusive participation, adaptive learning, 

enforceable accountability and distributive justice. We need to reshape the economic and institutional 

conditions that produce unsustainability. This is the task that research, policy innovation and international 

cooperation must now confront with greater urgency. 
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