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interests of future generations to the

centre of policy making. Its up to 50

eminent members from around the globe

have already successfully promoted
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to our common future and provides

decision-makers with effective policy
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advocacy work for international agree-

ments, regional policy frameworks and

national lawmaking and thus produces

practical and tangible results. The World

Future Council is registered as a charitable

foundation in Hamburg, Germany.
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AAll over the world climate change, environ-
mental destruction, financial crises, and the
widening gap between rich and poor are
spreading insecurity and fear. We know that
big changes in running our societies are
needed. Laudable declarations and
inspiring ideas abound. Yet we seem to be
experiencing deep inertia. How can we turn
fine words into action?

Policy making seems to be stuck in a way
of thinking that is inadequate in the face of
severe global challenges. We have a collective
responsibility to think harder about how to
build ambitious sustainable development
strategies for an interconnected world of
some 9 billion people by 2050.

We believe there is enough wealth on the
planet to provide peace and wellbeing for
all:

IF we update our policies to protect
long-term interests.
IF the rules of engagement are fair and
for the common good.
IF we guard diversity of life on this
planet.

The World Future Council is advocating a
vision of Future Justice – common sense
policy solutions that will benefit society as
a whole and provide a high quality of life
for generations to come.

1

Our Common Future

The integrated and interdependent nature of the new challenges
and issues contrasts sharply with the nature of the institutions that
exist today. These institutions tend to be independent, fragmented,
and working to relatively narrow mandates with closed decision
processes. Those responsible for managing natural resources and
protecting the environment are institutionally separated from those
responsible for managing the economy. The real world of inter-
locked economic and ecological systems will not change; the
policies and institutions concerned must.1

Our Common Future, Brundtland Report 1987

The quality of life for
children in 2050 depends
on our decisions today
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It has been twenty years since the first
global sustainability summit took place.
The world cheered, yet the laudable
declarations have done little in practice to
bring about the deep changes needed.
Despite many international meetings, the
level of implementation of far-sighted
global policy objectives remains dire.
Targets for climate change mitigation;
biodiversity protection; ocean protection;
poverty eradication; health and social
equity are continuously missed.

Looking at how we develop policies and
the institutions we have designed to serve
us, we can observe the following:

1. The interests of the ‘here and now’
always take precedence over future
interests because of the short-termism of
representative democracies that have
election cycles typically of three to five
years.  Short-term business cycles, driven
by quarterly earnings reports, aggravate
the pressure for immediate rather than
long-term returns on investment.

2. Decision-making continues to be
divided between and within governing
bodies despite a widespread appreciation
for integrated policy making. Each
single-issue department seeks to deliver
on its own targets rather than identifying
where long-term trends create policy

convergence.  This approach creates
policy incoherence between economic,
social, and environmental measures and
slows implementation. It is inefficient,
often ineffectual and limits farsighted
policy makers.

3. The concept of ‘welfare’ by which policy
performance is guided focuses on GDP
growth as a measure of success and
views societies only as individual
consumers. Yet, the wellbeing of people
does not necessarily increase beyond a
certain income level. It depends on
many factors like health, work, social
contact, democracy or free time. These
factors of quality of life, just as the value
nature provides, determine the wellbeing
of societies. Yet, they are often sacrificed
for economic growth goals.2, 3, 4

4. Our culture of individualism shows its
limits in times when the challenges
ahead seem to overwhelm people’s
capacity to cope. Studies show that
uncertainty and fear of loss are heavy
burdens on peoples’ wellbeing. To
mobilise people to joint action we need
a compelling vision of life in the future
and trust in sharing responsibilities to
get there. We need “a new common
purpose defined by the needs of the
current age”.5

Issues and challenges
confronting policy makers
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Where there is a will,
there is a way

We need to tackle these issues and
challenges head on. Bringing the voice of
future generations to the negotiating table
is fundamental for this. It is the quality of
life of our children and grandchildren that
we are deciding when we debate issues
such as environmental protection, youth

unemployment, pension systems, public
debt and so on. It is their wellbeing that is
at stake. By appointing a legal representative,
a Guardian that actively speaks up in the
name of future generations, we can bring
21st century checks and balances to our
political institutions.

Assimilation unit
(Guardian activity to alert and

motivate agents of change)

The benefits: far-sighted policy making that enhances

the well-being of current and future generations

Content unit
(Guardian content activity)

Intelligence Incentives Solutions Challenge

The arena: Political

silo-thinking and

short-termism

Guardian for Future Generations

How would a Guardian for Future Generations work?

The Guardian as an

ombudsperson

conveys citizen

concerns to the

legislating units

The Guardian as an

interface creates

incentives for integration

and prevents policy

incoherence

The Guardian as an

advisory body

recommends

solutions

The Guardian as an

auditing body traces

conflicts of interests

and road-blocks to

implementation
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Enabling our Future

could have a clear overview of policy
developments and impacts, including
unintended consequences, and take
remedial action to keep long-term interests
at the heart of government. Such a
systematic overview of the work of
government committees and departments
would minimise the risk of policy
incoherence. The Guardian for Future
Generations would also, by ensuring
information flow and exchange, improve
the overall effectiveness of policy making.

Building on sustainability assessment
mechanisms and wellbeing data (where in
place), the Guardian for Future Generations
would actively engage with different
departments to help decision makers
understand the effects of their decisions on
the living conditions of future generations,
thus helping to avoid significant future
adverse effects that would cost much more
to clean up than to prevent. Over time, the
Guardian’s office would become a service
for integrated policy making and expertise
in wellbeing. Such knowledge could help to
inform and advise broader political goals,
targets and indicators beyond GDP.

Keeping our common future in view and

analysing how single decisions might

support or harm that future helps to

nurture a new common purpose: the shared

responsibility to enable the children of

2050 to lead happy and healthy lives.

The 1992 UN Conference on the Environ-
ment and Development recognised inter-
generational equity as central for sustain-
ability policy making. The principle of
intergenerational equity is now enshrined
in the constitutions of many countries. Its
practical implementation is however rare.

We borrow environmental capital from

future generations with no intention or

prospect of repaying … We act as we do

because we can get away with it: future

generations do not vote; they have no

political or financial power; they cannot

challenge our decisions.6

Our Common Future, Brundtland Report 1987

Appointing a real person to represent future
citizens means that people who are
concerned now about the long-term
impacts of policy decisions can have a
focal point in government. And with over
70 % of Europeans behind the idea that
policies should protect future generations
even where the interests of current
generations are affected7, it is clear that a
Guardian for Future Generations will help
increase people’s trust in government.

A Guardian for Future Generations would
act as an ombudsperson, filtering public
concerns and views directly into the
relevant committees and departments. If
the Guardian had access to all information
in all governmental departments, he or she
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In New Zealand, the first watchdog to over-
see the implementation of environmental
policy goals was appointed in the midst of
the country’s environmental reforms in the
1980s. The role of the Parliamentary
Commissioner for the Environment (PCE)
is to audit policy formulation and policy
implementation in order to preserve
ecosystems and improve environmental
governance.8 The PCE was set up under the
Environmental Act of 1986, which
established the Commissioner’s role as an
independent environmental ombudsperson
with a five-year mandate.

The Commissioner’s authority includes
investigating ‘the effectiveness of environ-
mental planning and management
carried out by public authorities’
investigating ‘any matter in respect of
which, in the Commissioner’s opinion,
the environment may be or has been
adversely affected’
reviewing ‘the system of agencies and
processes established by the Government
to manage the allocation, use, and
preservation of natural and physical
resources’

if requested by the House of the Repre-
sentatives, holding enquiries into matters
with significant environmental impact.9

Reviews and investigations are launched on
request from the Commissioner or as a
result of complaints by citizen or civil
society organisations. Policy areas subject
to review and investigated in recent years
include: lignite, emissions trading schemes,
policy statements and environmental
standards for efficient environmental
management, water allocation, and
business.10 The Commissioner thus plays
an active role in preventing or remedying
environmental harms that result from
governmental or private activities and that,
in turn, have a direct impact on the rights
of future generations.

The Commissioner from 1997 to 2007,
Morgan Williams, put a lot of emphasis on
sustainability education and engagement
with business to avoid having environ-
mental concerns perceived as a ‘lefty
issue’.11 Many of Morgan’s reports were
commended as visionary and timely.
Today, in order to de-personalise the role,
there are proposals to change the Parlia-
mentary Commissioner for the Environ-
ment into the Office for Sustainable
Development. This also reflects the main-
streaming of environmental concerns across
policy areas.11

Keeper of the Long View

Parliamentary Commissioner for the
Environment in New Zealand
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In the spring of 2011, the UK’s Sustainable
Development Commission15 closed
following the decision by the UK
Government to withdraw its funding.
In response, the Welsh Minister for the
Environment, Sustainability and Housing
announced the appointment of a new
Commissioner for Sustainable Futures:
“This appointment reflects how seriously
we take our duty to Sustainable Develop-
ment, and is proof of our commitment to
do all we can to make Wales a truly
sustainable nation”. (Ms Davidson,
Welsh Minister for the Environment,
Sustainability and Housing)

Wales is one of only a few governments to
have a legal duty to sustainable develop-
ment. The main roles of the Commissioner
are to:

provide leadership and authority to
the Assembly Government’s vision for
sustainable development in Wales
convene stakeholders involved in
sustainable development as well as
develop partnerships on the most
challenging issues
advise the Assembly Government on
long-term policies and approaches of

how to achieve sustainable development
in all parts of society across Wales
promote sustainable development as the
central organising principle throughout
Welsh politics, embedding this principle
into all work and community sectors in
line with the Welsh Assembly Govern-
ment’s Sustainable Development
scheme: One Wales One Planet 

The Commissioner has to undertake the
following actions in order to fulfil the
above-mentioned roles:

provide expertise and evidence in
support of sustainable development by
drawing on best practice from the UK
and internationally
work with UK & Scottish Government
and Northern Ireland Executive on best
ways to promote sustainable develop-
ment in the UK
report to the Assembly Government on
progress towards, and challenges facing
a more sustainable Wales

A Legal Duty to Promote
Sustainable Development

Sustainable Futures Commissioner
in Wales
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submit independent commentary within
the Assembly Government’s statutory
Sustainable Development Annual
Report.

The Sustainable Futures Commissioner
is supported by Cynnal Cymru – Wales’
sustainable development forum. The
Commissioner also works closely with the
Wales Audit Office, as well as chairing the
Climate Change Commission for Wales.
Peter Davies was appointed to this role on
April 1st 2011 as a continuation of his
previous role as Commissioner for Wales
on the UK SDC. His function will be
further strengthened by the Welsh Govern-
ment plans to introduce a Sustainable
Development Bill which will legislate to
embed sustainable development as the
central organising principle across Govern-
ment and the public sector. The Bill will
also provide for the establishment of an
independent body to continue the legacy of
the Sustainable Development Commission
in Wales.

Mr Davies explains: “Sustainable

development has been at the heart of

the devolution process in Wales. The

new Sustainable Development Bill

will be an opportunity to introduce

a stronger governance model to ensure

we can make decisions that are fit for

purpose in the long term, promoting

social justice and operating within

environmental limits.”

IIn March 2001, the Knesset – Israel’s parlia-
ment – established a Commission for
Future Generations, an inter-parliamentary
body to audit legislation on the impacts for
coming generations.12, 13 With specific focus
on the creation of ‘a dimension of the
future that would be included in the primary
and secondary legislation of the State of
Israel’, the Commission operated with a
five-year mandate to defend the needs and
the rights of future generations.
One of the first steps in establishing the
Commission for Future Generations was
the need to define which policy areas were
“of particular interest to future generations,”
as this was the wording of the law. Even
though the Commission’s initiators were
apparently not familiar with the concept of
sustainability, it ended up with twelve
policy areas that matched the principle
components of sustainability.
The Commission effectively had informal
veto power over lawmaking, similar to the
impact of a filibuster in the US Congress.13

The Israeli Commission for Future Gene-
rations was a significant initiative, the first
explicit representation of future generations
within government. Commissioner Shlomo
Shoham 2001–2006 took a systemic and
integrated approach in his opinions and
challenged business as usual.14 After
Shoham’s term ended, the government
changed and for budgetary reasons no new
Commissioner was appointed.

Vetting Policies for Future
Generations – National
Commission for Future
Generations in Israel
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Ombudsperson for
Intact Nature and
Cultural Heritage

In 2007, as part of an overarching statute
that created an Ombudsperson for
constitutional rights, the Hungarian
Parliament established a Parliamentary
Commissioner for Future Generations. The
Commissioner has the same status as the
three other special Ombudspersons, with
the task “to ensure the protection of the
fundamental right to a healthy
environment”.

The Commissioner examines individual
decisions and monitors policy develop-
ments and legislative proposals to ensure
that they will not pose a severe or irreversible
threat to the environment or harm the
interests of future generations. The mandate
includes issuing non-binding statements to
any administrative bodies including the
Government and can turn to the Parliament

Parliamentary
Commissioner for Future
Generations in Hungary

as a last resort in the cases where the state-
ments are overlooked. The Commissioner
conducts investigations upon complaints or
ex officio, can have access to all govern-
mental documents, and his or her mandate
includes the right to review the normative
actions of municipality councils, first of all
in spatial planning issues.

As an exceptional measure, after the
investigation the Commissioner can order
that an administrative action be stopped or
modified and can bring a case to either an
administrative or a civil court. The
Commissioner has broad jurisdiction, he or
she can investigate public institutions and
even private companies too. Being a
parliamentary body, the Commissioner has
a significant degree of independence.
Sandor Fülöp, the first Parliamentary
Commissioner, elected in May 2008
explains his mandate as follows: ‘Even if a
decision can be interpreted to be true to
the letter of the law, we can challenge the
constitutional ‘spirit’ of the law in question
and suggest that it violates, say, the right of
the people to a healthy environment’.
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Hungarians tend to be a rather

pessimistic lot, so elections, instead of

representing political opportunity, are

viewed by many as a just another

political tragedy. From the very

beginning, our office has attempted to

urge rival parties not to bargain or

conduct a race to the bottom, but to

establish, at the very least, some sort of

environmental minimum standard to

protect things like climate, biodiversity,

drinking water, and agricultural land –

for instance, to protect green areas

from urban sprawl and so forth.

Sandor Fülöp, first Parliamentary

Commissioner for Future Generations, Hungary

The Commissioner’s role in civil society
is widely accepted due to the frequent
exchanges of information with citizens.
Careful interdisciplinary analyses supports
cases in which local citizens’ groups or
professional NGOs seek to protect the
environment. The form of engagement,
also followed by the New Zealand
Commissioner, is known as ‘reiterative
procedure’: there is a site visit,
conversations with local people and
officials who actually work on the case, and
before a statement is finalised, a draft legal
opinion is sent to the parties concerned.
This methodology has proven to be
effective in solving many environmental
conflicts and raising credibility of the
office and support for its procedures.

Similar to New Zealand, the Commissioner’s
mandate primarily focuses on environ-
mental concerns, although cultural heritage

is another area explicitly mentioned.
In Hungary, the role is directly linked to
defending the interests of future generations
on the same level as the rights of people
today – the Commissioner places future
generations at the heart of advocacy and
investigative procedures. These mandates
were strongly reinforced by the new
constitution of Hungary issued in April
2011. In it there is a detailed description of
natural resources that should be protected
in the interests of future generations,
including the waters, lands, forests, genetic
heritage and cultural heritage of the
country. The institutional position of the
Ombudsperson for Future Generations
however, was downgraded into a deputy
Ombudsperson. The consequences of this
may prove to be only formal, due to the
strong support of the office from several
hundreds of Hungarian and foreign NGOs,
churches and professional organisations.
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If a Guardian for Future Generations is to
become a strong mechanism for 21st

century checks and balances, the office
should have the following characteristics:16

Independent

The office should be independent.  The
Guardian should not hold another govern-
mental post, such as within a parliamentary
committee. Ideally, the Guardian’s office
should also be legally independent. Of the
examples discussed, the Hungarian
Commissioner enjoys the most indepen-
dence, even though the budget depends
upon the will of Parliament.

Effective

The Guardian’s office should be effective,
and its decisions legally binding. The
Hungarian Commissioner is the only
Guardian to enjoy legally binding instru-
ments. The Israeli Commission enjoyed de
facto veto power, but this power was
unsustainable.

Transparent

The Guardian’s office should be transparent
to increase trust. The office needs a clear
and direct mandate and should report
regularly about its results. While all the
Commissioners presented as examples in
this brochure provide regular reports, the
Hungarian Commissioner has the most
direct mandate for independent
communication, whereas the New Zealand

Check-list for Impact

and Israeli Commissioners’ opinions have
tended to be influenced by executive or
legislative bodies or the media.

Legitimate

The Guardian’s office should be legitimate
and should enjoy large public support. The
New Zealand and Israeli offices were
established by government decree. While
the New Zealand Commissioners maintain
good relationships with all stakeholders
during investigations, and the results of the
work of the Israeli Commissioner were
communicated widely in the media, the
Hungarian Commissioner enjoys more
legitimacy. His position was created
following an initiative by a civil society
organisation.17

Access to information

The Guardian’s office should have access to
information. The office needs extensive
authority to request whatever files it deems
relevant. The mandate of the Hungarian
Commissioner is most generous in this
regard.

Accessible

The Guardian’s office should be accessible
and allow for all inputs from all stake-
holders. In New Zealand and Hungary, but
not in Israel, the mandate ensures direct
access for citizens through petitions.
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The three examples of visionaries – from
New Zealand, Israel and Hungary – show
that the mandate for a Guardian for Future
Generations is entirely dependent on a
country’s legal and cultural reality. Each
country has distinct values, rights, duties
and goals in its constitution and in its
basic laws. In New Zealand and Hungary,
mandates are limited to the protection of
the environment and cultural heritage; the
Israeli Commissioner, on the other hand,
oversaw twelve policy areas and was closer
to a holistic protection of living conditions
for future generations.

On the European level, the World Future
Council has developed proposed
legislation for a Guardian to protect the
overarching aims of the EU as defined in
the Lisbon Treaty (similar to a Constitution
in its legal status). Article 3 lists three
aims: ‘to promote peace, its values and the
wellbeing of its peoples’.18 This Article
could provide the basis for deciding which
policy decisions should be scrutinized for
their impact on the wellbeing of future
generations’.  An EU Guardian for Future
Generations with the mandate to represent
the voice of future generations would
directly support EU commitments on
sustainable development: integrated policy
making and intergenerational solidarity.

Guarding what we Value

In the early 1990s the Cousteau

Society started a campaign for a Bill of

Rights for Future Generations. Article 1

in the proposed Bill declared that

“Future generations have a right to an

uncontaminated and undamaged Earth

and to its enjoyment as the ground of

human history, of culture, and of the

social bonds that make each generation

and individual a member of one human

family” (Cousteau 2010). Over 9 million

people in 106 countries signed a petition

to which UNESCO became a partner in

1993. This was in the days before the

Internet made petition signing easy.

In 1997 the UNESCO General

Conference unanimously adopted the

Declaration.
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We believe appointing a Guardian for
Future Generations could provide the
overview and the impetus to steer policy
making in a new direction. Evaluating
policy proposals for their effects on the
lives of future generations invites a
common vision and common responsibility.
It reduces the potential for narrow-minded
bargaining and oversight: Giving a voice
around today’s policy making tables to the
children of 2050 connects today’s proposals
with the life of tomorrow.

Changing the way we speak about the
challenges we face is helping citizens re-engage
with policy making. Choices become more
important when the lives of future
generations – people’s own children and
grandchildren – are affected. Such a change
of perspective reconciles the current
generation’s hopes and desires with those
of the generations to come. This connecting
view into the future is what the World
Future Council is promoting and
developing with its partners. We call this
vision Future Justice.

Future Justice creates fair conditions for
future generations by updating policies to
reflect new knowledge about the planet and
human wellbeing. Common progress
implies respect for the dignity and the
rights of all generations. Preserving our
world and all its life forms becomes a core
function of our economies.

Future Justice starts Today

Let’s cut through complex technocratic

jargon and get to the point. Not achieving

sustainability means sacrificing the

wellbeing of young and future gene-

rations. The lives of the children born in

2050 are quite literally in our hands.

Dr. Maja Göpel, Director Future Justice,

World Future Council

For more information on Future Justice

and the Seven Principles for Just

Lawmaking, please refer to our website

www.worldfuturecouncil.org/future_justice .html

The integrity of our ecosystems is as
relevant for future generations as the
integrity of our social systems. Rebalancing
our societies so that the children of 2050
can enjoy happy healthy lives means acting
differently today. Reorienting our policies
towards the goal of long-term wellbeing for
all will lay the foundations for Future
Justice. We know where action is overdue.
With the help of Guardians for Future
Generations, our task will be made easier.



Sources

1 Report of the World Commission on

Environment and Development: Our

Common Future, Ch. 12, para. 2 (WCED,

1987) [online]. www.un-documents.net/ocf-

12.htm.

2 OECD. Measuring the Progress of

Societies [online]. www.oecd.org/progress.

3 Wikiprogress [online].

www.wikiprogress.org.

4 Commission on the Measurement of

Economic Performance and Social Pro-

gress [online]. www.stiglitz-senfitoussi.fr.

5 Reflection Group [online].

www.reflectiongroup.eu.

6 Report of the World Commission on

Environment and Development: Our

Common Future, From one Earth to one

World, para. 25 (WCED, 1987) [online].

www.un-documents.net/ocf-ov.htm.

7 Europeans losing faith in EU, published

27 August 2010 [online]. http://

www.euractiv.com/en/pa/europeans-losing-

faith-eu-news-497209

8 Furuseth, O. & Cocklin, C. An institutional

framework for sustainable resource

management: The New Zealand model.

Natural Resources Journal 35, 253

(1995).

9 Environment Acts 1986–1996, sec. 16

[online]. legislation.knowledgebasket.

co.nz/gpacts/reprint/text/1996/an/

015.html.

10 Parliamentary Commissioner for the

Environment [online].

www.pce.parliament.nz.

11 Young, D., Keeper of the Long View:

Sustainability and the PCE 80–83

(Parliamentary Commissioner for the

Environment, Wellington, New Zealand,

2007).

12 The Knesset. Commission for Future

Generations, Amendment no. 14-5761/

2001 [online]. www.knesset.gov.il/

sponsorship/future/eng/future_index.htm.

13 Shoham, S., & Lamay, N., in Do We Owe

Them a Future? The Opportunities of a

Representation for Future Generations in

Europe (Jávor, B & Rácz, J, eds.), 89–113

(Védegylet – Protect the Future,

Budapest, 2006).

14 Shoham, S. Future Intelligence and

Sustainability (Verlag Bertelsmann

Stiftung, Gütersloh, Germany, 2010).

15 SDC closing statement: http://www.sd-

commission.org.uk/presslist.php/119/

what-next-for-sustainable-development

16 For similar results on best features for

Guardians see the study Models for

Protecting the Environment for Future

Generations of The International Human

Rights Clinic at Harvard Law School

17 Jávor, B & Rácz, J, eds. Do We Owe Them

a Future? The Opportunities of a

Representation for Future Generations in

Europe (Védegylet – Protect the Future,

Budapest, 2006).

18 Treaty of Lisbon. European Union Official

Journal C 115/01 (May 9, 2008) [online].

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/

JOHtml.do?uri=OJ:C:2008:115:SOM:en:HTML

19 Brown Weiss, E. Intergenerational fairness

and rights of future generations.

Generational Justice! 3:1, (2002).



In all that we do, we inherently represent not only
ourselves but past and future generations. We
represent past generations, even while trying to
obliterate the past, because we embody what they
passed on to us. We represent future generations
because the decisions we make today affect the
well-being of all persons who come after us and the
integrity and robustness of the planet they will
inherit.”19

Edith Brown Weiss

“


