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Abstract: 
 
A popularly-held definition of sustainable development is 'Development which meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs'. But the question 
is what kind of development and development for whom? 
 
The paper will tackle this question from a rights-based angle with a view to arriving at the conclusion that 
the kind of development that is being promoted under the neo-liberal framework is not sustainable, unless 
it adopts a holistic approach to development. Holistic development involves a broad-based approach to 
development that takes into account not only the economic indicators of development but also the 
cultural, spiritual, ecological, democratic, and other needs of groups and individuals.  
 
To make holistic development sustainable, it has to involve a rights-based approach to participation which 
involves the people whose lives will be directly affected by the environment in which they live and which 
has to be exploited for development to take place. This will involve respect for the ensemble of their rights 
– right to freedom of expression, freedom of thought, freedom of religion, freedom of association, right to 
work, right to property. The approach also involves the recognition of the people as subjects, not objects 
of development. 
 
The rights-based approach will borrow from a key constituent element embedded in the definition of 
minorities which serves as a key justification for the protection of their rights. That is, the preservation, 
development and transmission to future generations of “their ancestral territories, and their ethnic identity, 
as the basis of their continued existence as peoples, in accordance with their own cultural patterns, social 
institutions and legal systems.” 
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The need to adapt this framework for non-minority groups who are also under domination or threat of 
domination by the State, or a non-state actors or individuals in the name of economic development is 
crucial to the promotion of human security for such vulnerable people, particularly women, children and 
the elderly. 
 
Human security is about the protection of individuals and groups against threats associated with poverty, 
natural disasters, weak state institutions, obsolete and human rights insensitive laws, etc. To better 
ensure their protection and promote their security, it is important to adopt the necessary institutional and 
legislative framework that will ensure adequate checks on the duty-bearers to respect, protect and fulfill 
their duties to the weak, the poor and the vulnerable. 
 
The paper will conclude by expanding on the statement made by Wangari Maathai, the 2004 Nobel 
Peace Laureate, that “there can be no peace without equitable development; and there can be no 
development without sustainable management of the environment in a democratic and peaceful space.” 
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