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Background: Since 1972, governments around the world have signed a number of

important declarations on sustainable development (among the others: the Stockholm

Declaration in 1972, the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development in 1992 and

the Johannesburg Declaration in 2002) and they have adopted some important policy

documents (i.e. agenda 21 in Rio de Janeiro 1992, the Action Plan of Johannesburg

2002). These declarations and documents have traced an important path for governments

to define policy options towards sustainable development, but not without a debate. The



adoption, for example, of the "Millennium Development Goals" prepared in 2002 by the

Commission for Sustainable Development of the United Nations has raised serious issues

connected to the supposed lack of analysis and justification behind the chosen objectives

and to a lack of appropriate measures for some of them. In 2012, the Rio+20 conference,

after two years of intense and difficult negotiations,  gave rise to a document of a mainly

programmatic nature, titled "The Future We Want" launching numerous international and

national processes on issues considered crucial for the future the Planet. One of the most

important results achieved at Rio+20 is an indication to proceed to the redefinition of the

current policies of sustainable development through the identification of targets defined

“universal” by the Sustainable Development Goals.

Objectives: In this work, we analyse available data on the new Rio  targets studying their

evolution in a multi-indicator framework. In particular, we study the evolution of these

indicators over time, identifying the countries that obtained the best results and the ones

that progressed the most toward the set objectives.

Methods: We propose a multi-indicator approach to the ranking and prioritization of

Countries based on partial order scalogram analysis by coordinates (POSAC) that

presents substantial advantages as an operational tool for Public Administrations. In

particular, we introduce the trajectories of a selection of countries in the J-L plane in

order to evaluate the effects of the efforts for sustainable development.

Results: The analysis shows how the evolution of rankings and the relative environmental

performance of different countries follows distinct patterns that change between regions

and continents and between groups of countries in similar contexts. The responsiveness of

environmental indicators to Rio targets is shown to be more informative if evaluated

within a region of comparability.

Conclusions: Policy-makers are recommended to combine general targets with targets for

group of countries and to set the monitoring of progress on such parameters.
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