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ABSTRACT 
This article attempts to situate the issue of sustainability from the perspectives of understanding 
metrics and indices, the approach will be discussed briefly. It will also pose the question of the 
environmental sustainability index and show its importance and provide a critique of this index.   
The second part of the paper will outline why South Africa came last in the sustainable 
development index and will also provide data in this regard as concerns other African countries. 
It underscores the point that most African countries, with the exception of South Africa, made 
progress on environmental and human health.  
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INTRODUCTION  
Various ways of operationalizing or measuring sustainability have been developed. The 
information revolution has brought about the importance to better differentiate between matters 
in respect of information in any given policy context versus information that is of secondary 
importance or irrelevant. It is therefore vital that to create aggregate measures of aspects of 
sustainability that can provide a more nuanced perspective on development than economic 
aggregates such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Some of the most important of these are the 
Human Development Index (HDI) of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP); the 
Ecological footprint of Global Footprint Network and its partner organizations; the 
Environmental Sustainability Index (ESI) and the pilot Environmental Performance Index (EPI) 
and others. At the heart of the debate over different indicators are not only the different 
disciplinary approaches but also different views of development. Whether countries agree on the 
measures of progress or whether different countries or cultures agree to accept industrial 
technologies in their eco – systems. There are indeed many more beyond the scope of this paper.  
The Lempert –Nguyen indicator, devised in 2008 for practitioners, starts with the standards for 
sustainable development that have been agreed on by the international community and then looks 
at whether the international organizations like the UNDP and other development actors are 
applying these principles or not in their projects and in their work as a whole.  
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In using sustainability indicators, it is important to distinguish between three types of 
sustainability that are often mentioned in international development:  

 Sustainability of a culture (human system) within its resources and environment;  
 Sustainability of a specific stream of benefits or productivity (economic measure 

usually); and 
 Sustainability of a particular institution or project without additional assistance 

(institutionalization of an input).  
APPROACHES 
The aim is not to discuss the different approaches to sustainability, but rather to list them only as 
follows: (You are to read the approaches on your own for obvious reasons).  

 “Daly Rules” approach;  
 Natural Step approach;  
 Ecological footprint approach;  
 Anthropological – cultural approach;  
 Circles of Sustainability approach;  
 Global Reporting Initiative Index;  
 Energy, Energy and Sustainability Index (SI);  
 Environmental Sustainability Index.  
 There are many others.  

However, it is important for our purpose to briefly discuss “Development sustainability” 
approaches as espoused by en.wikepedia.org/wki/Sustainability_ metrics_and_indices  
Sustainability is relevant to international development projects. There are ten key factors that 
influence development sustainability:  

1. Participation and ownership.  
2. Capacity building and training.  
3. Government policies.  
4. Financial inputs.  
5. Management and organization.  
6. Social, gender and culture. 
7. Technology. 
8. Environment.  
9. External political and economic factors.  
10. Realistic duration. (Australian Agency of International Development, 2000).  

The definition of sustainability as “the continuation of benefits after major assistance from the 
donor has been completed (Australian Agency for International Development, 2000) is also 
echoed by other definitions (World Bank, 2002; USAID, 2003). According to all of these 
definitions sustainability in development refers to processes and relative increases in local 
capacity and performance while foreign assistance decreases or shifts (not necessarily decreases).  
The objective of sustainable development is open to various interpretations. (Vivien, 2008).  
WHAT IS THE ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY INDEX AND WHY IS IT 
IMPORTANT?  
In order to answer the above we must first explore exactly the Environmental Sustainability 
Index is. It is also known as ESI. It is the measure of the overall progress towards environmental 
sustainability. It is a measure:  

 Of the overall progress towards environmental sustainability.  
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 To provide consistency in grading the progress of different nations efforts to achieve 
environmental sustainability relative to the paths of other nations.  

 It was first published from 1999 to 2005.  
 Before this there was no such index.  
 It was a composite index that tracked 21 elements of environmental sustainability, 

including natural resource endowments, environmental management efforts, pollution 
levels and a society’s capacity to improve its environmental performance.  

 A high ESI rank indicates that a country has achieved a high level of environmental 
sustainability.  

 A low ESI rank shows that a country is facing problems achieving environmental 
sustainability.  

 The ESI consist of five components, including global stewardship, environmental 
stresses and risks, environmental systems, social institutional capacity and human 
vulnerability to environmental impacts. (Ecostrategygroup.com/what – is –the 
environmental – sustainability – index –and-why-is-it-important).    

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY INDEX 
 It allows national comparisons in a systematic and quantitative way. 
 It is an analytical approach to decision making.  
 Shows expectations of failing and success.  
 Investigates interactions between environmental and economic performance.  
 It identifies best practices. 
 It shows areas of weakness and areas for improvement.  
 It shows environmental threats.  
 It must be transparent, systematic and reproducible.  
 It helps to improve policies across the globe.  

There have been a number of criticisms advanced against the Environmental Sustainability Index 
(Murthy and Jha, 2003: 1 – 15) (The reader is referred to this paper).  It has co0nceptual 
problems in its visualization of environmental degradation and sustainability. The choice of 
variables as well as the statistical methodology is found wanting. Therefore new methodologies 
are essential in respect of their formulation.  
Having delineated some essential understandings in respect of sustainability, the paper will now 
look at why South Africa comes last in respect to the sustainable index. In this regard “Most 
African countries, with the exception of South Africa, made progress on environmental and 
human health. It is underperforming, though South Africa had a higher GDP than other African 
countries, its low score was based on a fall in life expectancy over the last twelve years and the 
sustainability of the environment (Benjamin, 2013: 4). 
THE STANDARD CHARTERED 2013 SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT INDEX 
REPORT  
According to Benjamin (2013: 4) South Africa has been given last place in a study measuring the 
long – term sustainable development of thirty one countries, despite three African countries 
making it into the top ten. Global banking and investment company Standard Chartered Bank 
launched (October, 2013) its Standard Chartered Development Index which makes use of a 
number of measures including gross domestic product (GDP) per capita, education, life 
expectancy, environmental health and the sustainability of the environment to assess the long – 
term development potential of a country (Mail and Guardian, 2013: 4). South Africa received the 
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lowest score overall, based largely on a fall of life expectancy over the review period 2000 – 
2012 and the long – term sustainability of its environment. Saudi Arabia was in 30th place and 
Russia came 29th, based on human health rating. 
According to the report (2013) China, which was buoyed somewhat by its GDP scores and its 
investment in education, was brought down by other categories like declining life expectancy 
and environmental health (which includes air pollution and the availability of fresh water, taking 
it to 22nd place. But it still scored a point higher than South Africa when it came to 
environmental health (Benjamin, 2013: 4).  According to the Maul and Guardian article and 
Standard Chartered Bank (2013) Ghana, Uganda Korea, Bangladesh and Singapore were the five 
best performers, followed by Egypt, Nigeria, India, Brazil and Indonesia. The study did note that 
most of the top – ranking countries were low income countries, which means they have potential 
for rapid GDP growth and greater catch – up potential in environmental health, life expectancy 
and education, which would influence their rating against more developed countries. The study 
also found, however, that most advanced economies had grown “slowly, if at all, since 2007.” It 
found that, compared with other African countries, South Africa had a higher GDP and less 
catching up to do, but performed weakly on all the other measures. South Korea, in third place, 
was rated a “stand – out performer.” Despite being a developed country, it scored well on GDP 
growth, environmental health and education, areas where it already had high scores.  
Over the twelve year review period, Ghana and Uganda showed improvements in environmental 
health, life expectancy and education, while Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Thailand, Turkey, 
Vietnam, and Kenya all made good progress in two of these categories, the study found. Another 
aspect that needs appreciation according to the study and report was that developing countries’ 
performance declined between 2000 – 2012 when it came to protecting the environment, while 
developed countries showed improved performance.  
John Calverley (2013), the author of the report said that “the index sought to provide answers for 
global policymakers who are looking beyond maximizing economic growth at ways o to define, 
quantify and achieve sustainable development.” “The idea that GDP growth is not the only thing 
worth pursuing is far from new. It has become much moiré widely recognized and researched in 
recent decades. The measures and the report within the index highlight the point that, as 
countries become more wealthy and middle classes grow, these issues become high priorities and 
are implemented through regulation, government spending or stakeholder insistence.” The study 
(2013), further found that, in general, GDP growth in Africa and India had lagged behind that of 
China “but most of these countries (with the notable exception of South Africa) have made faster 
progress on environmental and human health. The Association of Southeast Asian countries 
performed well, despite their more limited scope for catch – up, especially in areas like life 
expectancy.  
Benjamin (2013: 4) states that “Indonesia, Vietnam, Thailand and Singapore had all managed to 
increase the number of years of schooling their citizens completed through increased investment 
over the past decade.  The picture was more mixed in the Middle East. With Egypt, Turkey and 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE) making strong gains on environmental issues such as air 
quality, while Egypt, Turkey and Saudi Arabia performed well in education.  The study said that 
the UAE’s GDP per capita had declined, “reflecting high immigration, particularly of low - 
skilled workers in areas such as construction.” Brazil scored well in education, while Mexico, in 
19th place, made gains in health and education.  
CONCLUSION 
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South Africa has to reflect upon its performance and put into place intervention strategies to 
improve its sustainable index. Generally, issues regarding distribution of income and meeting the 
need for environmental sustainability across many markets in Asia, Africa and the Middle East 
has to meet the challenges that confront them in terms of sustainable development and, in this 
regard international and nongovernmental agencies must formulate policies to address these 
challenges and problems.  
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