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Mevrouw de rector magnificus, geachte voorzitter van het 
College van Bestuur, geacht faculteitsbestuur, uwe excellenties, 
zeer gewaardeerde collega’s en toehoorders,

Introduction

“Humanity is waging war on nature [and] [t]his is suicidal”, 
UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres warned the world 
in a speech.1 He was referring to the triple environmental 
emergency that threatens current and future life on Earth – 
that of climate change, depletion of biological diversity2 and 
pollution. Although the ‘war’ metaphor may not accurately 
depict reality – after all, waging a war on nature implies that 
nature is considered the enemy of humanity -, this should 
not divert our attention away from the important message 
that Guterres intended to convey, namely that we are slowly 
destroying the very basis that sustains life on Earth. The 
environmental emergency that we face today is indeed 
primarily caused by human activities: emissions of large 
quantities of greenhouse gases into the air, deforestation, 
overfishing, dumping of plastics and toxic materials into the 
environment, and so the list goes on and on. 

In fact, human impact on nature has only increased since 
environmental concerns were placed on the global agenda fifty 
years ago. Let me illustrate this. Each year scientists calculate 
the date when humanity’s demand for natural resources, such 
as water, food and energy, exceeds the planet’s capacity to 
regenerate these within that same year. This is called ‘Earth 
overshoot day’. In 1971, the first year in the database, Earth 
overshoot day was reached on 25 December. In contrast, in 
2023, it was already reached on 2 August.3 This means that 
humanity currently needs 1.7 Earths to satisfy its needs, 
compared to approximately 1 Earth in 1971.4 

While these numbers already clearly demonstrate that 
humanity’s lifestyle is not even remotely sustainable, the 
picture becomes even more distressing when zooming in on 

the country-level. When comparing individual contributions 
across countries, one can observe important differences in 
natural resources use. For instance, if everyone would live like 
an inhabitant of Qatar, we would need 9 Earths, for inhabitants 
of the US 5 and for the Netherlands 3.6. In contrast, an 
inhabitant of India only needs 0.8 Earths and an inhabitant of 
Angola or the DR Congo only 0.5 Earths.5 If one adds to this 
the observation that almost 700 million people globally are 
still living in extreme poverty and therefore use little of the 
Earth’s natural resources,6 the full scale of the environmental 
emergency and the challenges ahead become clear. 

The principal challenge that we are facing today is therefore as 
follows: how do we reduce our ecological deficit globally, while 
ensuring that every person on Earth has an adequate standard 
of living? Or, for those of you more familiar with UN language: 
How do we ensure that humankind lives in harmony with 
nature, while at the same time leaving no-one behind?7

As you may guess, I do not have a solution readily available. 
If I had, I would most likely be eligible for a Nobel Prize. 
Nonetheless, in this lecture, which is my inaugural address, I 
aim to set out my take on how this newly established Chair on 
International Sustainable Development Law can contribute to 
addressing this complex challenge. For this purpose, I will first 
discuss the main premises on which sustainable development 
is based. I will subsequently zoom in on how sustainable 
development has been discredited in academic literature over 
the course of the past decade due to implementation failures. 
The third and final part of my inaugural address will focus on 
ways forward. 

Part I: Definition and origins of sustainable development

Sustainable development, as a concept, is premised on 
the idea that every generation inherits the Earth from its 
ancestors and holds it in trust for its descendants.8 At its 
core, sustainable development seeks to balance the interests 
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of people living today to benefit from the natural resources 
base that has been left behind by past generations on the one 
hand and to leave behind for future generations a healthy 
planet which they can use for their development on the 
other. Sustainable development therefore has two central 
objectives. The first connects to the responsibility for every 
generation to provide access to all members of their generation 
to the legacy of the past generations, which may be referred 
to as intra-generational equity. The second objective of 
sustainable development connects to the responsibility for 
every generation to conserve the options of future generations 
to use the natural wealth and resources for their needs and 
aspirations, also referred to as inter-generational equity. It must 
do so by safeguarding the diversity of the natural resources 
base, to conserve the quality of the planet and to conserve 
access to the legacy of past generations.9 

These two objectives have been elegantly brought together in 
the famous definition of sustainable development that was 
proposed in 1987 by the UN mandated World Commission on 
Environment and Development (also known as the Brundtland 
commission) in its report Our Common Future. The 
commission defined sustainable development as “development 
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.10 

This definition sought to respond to the very different concerns 
of developed and developing countries, as already articulated 
in a range of other political and legal instruments adopted 
during the 1970s and 1980s.11 Developed countries, on the 
one hand, were concerned about environmental degradation 
caused by industrialization, including deforestation and 
high levels of pollution of the air, water and soil. Developing 
countries, on the other hand, were primarily concerned 
about underdevelopment and considered the lack of available 
options as a major cause of environmental degradation in 
their countries. Both concerns were explicitly recognized 
in Our Common Future. In a chapter entitled ‘A Threatened 

Future’, the Commission on Environment and Development 
explains that the “failures we need to correct arise both from 
poverty and from the short-sighted way in which we have 
often pursued prosperity.”12 The solutions to these problems 
were to be found in radically different trajectories: changing 
production and consumption patterns in developed States and 
poverty eradication in developing States.

Notwithstanding the differences in positions between 
developed and developing countries in terms of the causes 
of environmental degradation and the solutions, they could 
find each other in the common belief that environmental 
and developmental concerns are interdependent and that 
environmental problems can only be effectively addressed 
when fully integrated in development trajectories. Sustainable 
development is the mechanism to achieve this integration 
between two potentially competing priorities. As the 
Commission on Environment and Development argued, 
integration of developmental and environmental considerations 
in decision-making is “the common theme throughout this 
strategy for sustainable development”.13 The importance 
of integration for sustainable development has since been 
confirmed in numerous legal and political instruments and 
judicial decisions that consolidated and operationalized the 
concept of sustainable development over time. 

On a programmatic level, the outcome documents of major 
political summits on sustainable development have played an 
essential role in consolidating integration as a key principle 
of sustainable development. For instance, Principle 4 of the 
1992 Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, the 
first high-level political declaration explicitly embracing the 
concept of sustainable development, stated that “In order to 
achieve sustainable development, environmental protection 
shall constitute an integral part of the development process and 
cannot be considered in isolation from it.”14 Twenty years later, 
the Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable Development 
designated economic development, social development and 
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environmental protection as the three “pillars” of sustainable 
development,15 evoking the idea of mutual interdependence. 
Likewise, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
which formulates the Sustainable Development Goals, 
is presented as “a plan of action for people, planet and 
prosperity”,16 with references throughout the document to 
the interdependence of these three dimensions and the need 
to adopt an integrated and balanced approach to achieve 
sustainable development.17 

Judicial decisions have played an equally important role in 
consolidating integrated decision-making. Mention can be 
made first and foremost of the case law of the International 
Court of Justice, the ‘World Court’. Already in 1997, in a 
dispute between Hungary and Slovakia concerning the 
construction of a hydro-electric dam in the Danube river, 
the court emphasized “the need to reconcile economic 
development with protection of the environment [as] aptly 
expressed in the concept of sustainable development”.18 
Consequently, the parties were instructed to “look afresh at 
the effects on the environment of the operation of the […] 
power plant”.19 In its subsequent case law, the Court insisted 
on the need to conduct Environmental Impact Assessments 
for projects that are likely to pose significant risks to the 
environment. The Court considered undertaking such 
assessments “a requirement under general international law”.20 
An arbitral tribunal under the auspices of the Permanent 
Court of Arbitration likewise emphasized the importance of 
integrated decision-making in a dispute between Belgium and 
The Netherlands regarding the Iron Rhine railway. In its award, 
the arbitral tribunal stated that “Environmental law and the 
law on development stand not as alternatives but as mutually 
reinforcing, integral concepts, which require that where 
development may cause significant harm to the environment 
there is a duty to prevent, or at least mitigate, such harm”.21  

In sum, sustainable development therefore emerged as a 
mechanism to reconcile the concerns of developed and 

developing countries relating to environmental degradation 
on the one hand and poverty on the other. It seeks to bring 
environmental and developmental concerns together in 
decision-making, whether at the national, regional or global 
level, so as to avoid that development projects degrade the 
environment or that environmental conservation projects 
impair livelihood opportunities. Furthermore, sustainable 
development is intrinsically connected with notions of fairness 
and inclusiveness, as expressed through the principles of intra- 
and inter-generational equity. 

Part II: Critiques: sustainable development as an elusive 
concept

Sustainable development has evolved into an authoritative and 
powerful normative concept, which has gained considerable 
currency in law and policy. Today, most international 
environmental treaties adopt a sustainable development 
approach, with such an approach also increasingly finding 
its way into international investment treaties. Likewise, 
sustainable development is one of the principal objectives of 
the World Trade Organization and the European Union,22 
while the more action-oriented Sustainable Development 
Goals have become important policy tools for public and 
private institutions alike. From a normative perspective, its 
function has alternatively been described as an interpretative 
tool or an architectural or organizational principle, with some 
referring to it as a conceptual or normative framework.23 
Indeed, sustainable development has arguably evolved to such 
an extent that it can be considered a normative framework, 
based on a set of principles that support it, including intra- 
and intergenerational equity, sustainable use and public 
participation.24 At the same time, as highlighted in the 
introduction, we are witnessing an environmental emergency 
of unprecedented scale, to which countries have not equally 
contributed and which has only worsened since sustainable 
development started to gain currency. Likewise, almost 700 
million people globally are still living in extreme poverty. 
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In other words, there appears to be a mismatch between 
the increasing popularity of sustainable development as a 
normative concept and its implementation in practice.

This apparent mismatch has led several scholars to raise the 
question whether sustainable development is fit for purpose as 
a response to the environmental and social emergencies that 
we are currently witnessing. They take the position that the 
implementation failures are a direct consequence of the way 
sustainable development has taken shape in law and policy. 
Sustainable development is therefore, in their view, a deeply 
flawed concept that should be discarded altogether. Let me 
highlight three main strands of criticism. 

A first strand situates the implementation failure in the way 
sustainable development conceptualizes the human – nature 
relationship.25 Authors voicing this criticism often refer to 
Principle 1 of the Rio Declaration to sustain their argument. 
This principle proclaims that “[h]uman beings are at the 
centre of concerns for sustainable development.” According 
to these authors, sustainable development is solely concerned 
with the interests of human beings and ignores those of other 
species that inhabit this planet. They find further evidence 
in the instrumental way sustainable development treats 
nature, for instance by recognizing a right for States to exploit 
their natural resources. Nature, in other words, is treated 
as property, to be used for the benefit of human beings. In 
my view, this critique is valid to the extent that sustainable 
development is indeed primarily concerned with human 
beings: it is concerned with ensuring that people today and in 
the future have an adequate standard of living within planetary 
boundaries. However, this does not necessarily imply that 
sustainable development fails to provide space for alternative 
conceptualizations of the human-nature relationship. In fact, 
as I will demonstrate in the third part of this lecture, such 
alternative visions are currently gaining traction within the 
framework of sustainable development. 

A second strand of criticism situates the implementation 
failure in the way sustainable development approaches 
‘development’. In the view of authors voicing this criticism, 
sustainable development policies tend to place an emphasis 
on economic growth as the primary means to achieve 
development, taking the development paradigm of the Global 
North as the benchmark for development globally and without 
adequately questioning the sustainability of this paradigm.26 
In the words of Ruth Gordon, sustainable development “is 
deeply flawed for it fails to adequately address the deeper roots 
of our collective distress: The unsustainability of global North 
development that is characterized by an ethos and economic 
system that views the environment as an externality that is 
to be conquered, and which almost always comes second to 
economic growth.”27 This criticism points to failures in the 
design of the global economic order, which I will further 
address in the third part of this lecture.

Finally, a third strand of criticism situates the implementation 
failure in sustainable development’s three pillar 
conceptualization. This pillar conceptualization suggests that 
the economic, social and environmental dimensions are equal, 
while in reality, economic and social development depend on 
a healthy environment. In other words, the environmental 
dimension should be the foundation on which the other two 
are built.28 According to authors voicing this criticism, the 
three-pillar conceptualization also implies that sustainable 
development fails to strategically prioritize between its 
economic, social and environmental dimensions. This failure 
in turn gives rise to diverging interpretations of what is 
required by sustainable development in a concrete situation 
and makes it prone to manipulation by decision-makers 
favouring one dimension – usually the economic dimension 
- over the other. In other words, sustainable development fails 
to answer the question of what it means concretely to balance 
the needs of the present with those of future generations. In the 
view of Viñuales, sustainable development should therefore be 
regarded as a “diplomatic trick”, one that appeals to everyone 
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precisely because no-one can disagree with its core, while 
masking great controversies about the choices that need to be 
made in practice.29 In my view, this criticism is valid only if one 
considers sustainable development as a stand-alone concept. 
However, in my view, sustainable development is a normative 
framework, which is by definition open-ended, as it seeks to set 
out a framework that applies to all States, while – as we have 
seen – the challenges that States face differ greatly one from 
the other. This is reflected in the crystallization of the principle 
of common but differentiated responsibilities and national 
capabilities as one of the key legal principles underlying 
sustainable development. This principle recognizes that States 
must be given sufficient flexibility in setting their priorities 
based on their circumstances, while stronger environmental 
protection globally can only be achieved if adequate financial 
and technological support is provided to countries that do not 
have the capacities themselves. 

In sum, I discussed three strands of criticism that seek 
to explain the implementation gap by pointing to flaws 
within the concept of sustainable development. I agree 
with these criticisms to a certain extent only. It is indeed 
necessary to reimagine sustainable development to make it 
better equipped to realize its central objectives: intra- and 
intergenerational equity. However, I do not see the solution 
in discarding sustainable development as a framework for 
integrated decision-making. To the contrary, I argue that the 
solution must be found within the framework of sustainable 
development itself. In my view, sustainable development 
provides a highly dynamic framework that can adapt to 
changing circumstances and concerns.30 As such, I feel that 
it is fit for purpose as a response to the environmental and 
social emergencies that we are facing today, precisely because 
it offers a flexible framework that aims to bring economic, 
environmental and social concerns together. 

Part III: Sustainable development as an integrative legal 
framework

This brings me to the third part of this lecture, which addresses 
the way forward. More specifically, I will set out my perspective 
on how the current deficiencies in the conceptualization and 
ultimately the implementation of sustainable development can 
be addressed within the framework of sustainable development 
itself. In my view, the key problem lies not in the concept of 
sustainable development, as I just argued, but rather in the 
fragmentation of the law relating to sustainable development. 

Fragmentation refers to the emergence of specialized regimes 
within international law governing matters such as ‘trade’, 
‘investment’, ‘environment’ or ‘human rights’ that operate 
relatively autonomously and which have their own objectives, 
institutions and legal practices.31 Although this specialization 
has many advantages, a major disadvantage is, in the words of 
the International Law Commission, that “it may occasionally 
create conflicts between rules and regimes in a way that 
might undermine their effective implementation”.32 This is 
what I view as one of the principal reasons explaining the 
implementation gap of sustainable development. After all, 
sustainable development can only be achieved through the 
harmonious implementation of several specialized regimes, 
the most relevant being international environmental law, 
international economic law (including both trade and 
investment law) and international human rights law. In 
practice however, there are important differences between 
these specialized regimes. These differences concern their 
approaches to the two key notions of ‘sustainability’ and 
‘development’,33 the normative force of the rules emanating 
from these and the mechanisms in place to enforce them. 

How then do we achieve a harmonious implementation of 
these specialized regimes? In my view, the solution lies in - 
what I refer to as - ‘normative integration’, namely the merging 
of principles, rules and mechanisms belonging to international 
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environmental, human rights and economic law within an 
overarching legal framework called ‘international sustainable 
development law’. Let me expand on this idea, which forms 
the foundation of this Chair in international sustainable 
development law. 

In order to explain how normative integration works, I would 
like to focus on a fairly recent development, which serves as 
a test case for the broader integration that I have in mind. It 
concerns the gradual merger of relevant norms belonging to 
international environmental and human rights law into what 
has been coined as ‘environmental human rights law’.34 This 
process towards deeper integration between international 
human rights law and international environmental law consists 
of three related developments that directly build on the 1972 
Stockholm Declaration on the Human Environment and the 
1992 Rio Declaration on Environment and Development.35 I 
will first discuss these developments and subsequently examine 
their implications.

The first development concerns the ‘greening’ of existing 
human rights in the legal practice of human rights bodies.36 An 
early example concerns the European Court of Human Rights’ 
ruling in the Lopez Ostra v. Spain case regarding industrial 
pollution as a violation of the right to respect for private and 
family life.37 A more recent example concerns the UN Human 
Rights Committee ruling in the Portillo Cáceres v. Paraguay 
case, in which the Committee interpreted the right to life as 
implying an obligation for states to take measures to combat 
environmental pollution.38  These measures must be made 
effective through international environmental law: a number of 
rulings highlight the role of existing obligations of states under 
environmental treaties in fulfilling their obligations under 
human rights treaties. For example, in the Portillo Cáceres v. 
Paraguay case, the Human Rights Committee pointed to the 
Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants, a 
treaty that aims to protect human health and the environment 
from chemicals that remain intact over a long period of time, 

as a relevant legal framework for Paraguay to meet its human 
rights obligations.39

The second development concerns the inclusion of procedural 
rights in environmental treaties. Examples include the 
Economic Commission for Europe’s Aarhus Convention on 
access to information, public participation in decision-making 
and access to justice in environmental matters, and the Escazu 
Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation 
and Justice in Environmental Matters in Latin America 
and the Caribbean.40 Besides these specialised conventions, 
procedural rights can also be found in other environmental 
treaties. For example, Article 7 of the Nagoya Protocol to the 
Convention on Biological Diversity stipulates that states must 
take measures to ensure that “prior and informed consent or 
approval and involvement” is obtained from indigenous and 
local communities as a condition for access to their traditional 
knowledge of genetic resources.41 Public participation is 
essential for ensuring that policies take into consideration 
the needs and interests of affected communities, whether 
this concerns involvement in decision-making processes 
regarding economic projects that may negatively affect the 
environment or environmental projects that may impact their 
lives and livelihoods. In this sense, the procedural guarantees 
that international environmental law provides can play an 
important role in enhancing the protection of human rights.

The third development concerns the emergence of an 
autonomous right to a healthy environment in international 
law. First expressed in Principle 1 of the Stockholm 
Declaration, such a right has subsequently been incorporated 
into the domestic laws of more than 100 states and into three 
regional human rights treaties.42 Recently, the right has also 
been proclaimed through the adoption of resolutions by 
the Human Rights Council and the UN General Assembly, 
paving the way for its global recognition.43 From a substantive 
perspective, the right to a healthy environment is markedly 
different from other human rights, in the sense that it has both 
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an anthropocentric dimension (protecting the environment 
in the interest of human beings) and an ecocentric dimension 
(protecting the environment in the interest of the environment 
itself).44 This interpretation is significant, as it broadens the 
ambit of human rights law to the protection of non-human 
interests, more specifically, it recognizes that the environment 
has an intrinsic value that is worthy of protection in and of 
itself. 

Now that I have discussed the developments that mark the 
emergence of environmental human rights law as a normative 
framework merging environmental principles and human 
rights, I would like to highlight four implications that are 
relevant for understanding what normative integration entails 
more generally. 

The first concerns the enforcement of international 
environmental law. Where international environmental 
treaties formulate obligations that apply between States and 
could therefore only be enforced by States, the integration of 
international environmental and human rights law broadens 
the circle of potential enforcers. More specifically, it has 
provided new avenues for individuals, communities and 
interest groups to bring environmental claims to court on 
human rights grounds.45 The case brought by the foundation 
Urgenda against the Dutch State, and which made it all the 
way up to the Supreme Court, is likely one of the best-known 
examples.46

Second and somewhat connected to the issue of enforcement 
is that the merging of relevant norms from both fields of 
international law also impacts on their implementation. 
More specifically, norms from one field can be used to 
implement norms in the other field. For instance, in its 2017 
Advisory Opinion, the Inter-American Court on Human 
Rights considered “the effect of the obligations derived from 
environmental law on the obligations to respect and to ensure 
the human rights established in the American Convention.” 

More specifically, it used principles of international 
environmental law, such as the principle of prevention and the 
duty to cooperate, to interpret States’ obligations under the 
American Convention. 

Third, the deepening of the integration of human rights and 
environmental law provides space for a reconceptualization 
of the interests that these fields aim to protect. The emergence 
of the right to a healthy environment, discussed previously, 
provides a good example. It provides space for considering 
alternative visions on the human-nature relationship that take 
into consideration the interests of nature itself rather than 
treating it as an object that is only worthy of protection so long 
as it serves human interests. In this sense, it offers a response 
to the criticism discussed in the second part of this lecture, 
which reproaches sustainable development to be inherently 
anthropocentric, or, in other words, exclusively focused on 
human interests. 

The fourth and final implication that I would like to highlight 
concerns the question of how the integration impacts on the 
balancing of social and environmental interests. A relevant 
example presents itself in the context of the fight against climate 
change. While positive measures to combat climate change 
are needed for the protection of human rights, such positive 
actions can also violate human rights. The Paris Agreement on 
climate change explicitly recognizes this tension, by stating that 
“Parties should, when taking action to address climate change, 
respect, promote and consider their respective obligations 
on human rights”.47 To give a practical example, reference 
can be made to the extraction of lithium, an essential metal 
for the production of batteries as a clean source of energy, 
thereby contributing to the fight against climate change. 
This extraction process is however water-intensive and may 
therefore threaten local water supplies, thereby infringing on 
the water rights of local populations.48 This is just one example 
where environmental protection measures may clash with the 
rights of local communities. Another example concerns the 
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post-2030 framework for the protection of biological diversity, 
which envisages protection of at least 30 per cent globally of 
land and sea areas. Such policies must be implemented with 
due regard for local populations that call these areas their home 
or who are dependent on them for their livelihoods. Arguably, 
normative integration ensures that none of these interests are 
viewed as externalities that can be put aside to achieve the 
primary purpose of environmental protection. To the contrary, 
environmental and social interests are to be assessed on equal 
terms as part of the same normative framework. 

In sum, I discussed environmental human rights law as an 
illustration of a process of normative integration. I demonstrated 
that environmental human rights law envisages a far-reaching 
integration between international environmental and 
human rights law. This integration has implications for the 
conceptualization, implementation, enforcement of and the 
interaction between the relevant norms and mechanisms. As 
such, it provides a relevant test case for the broader process 
of normative integration that international sustainable 
development law requires, and which will be an important focus 
for this Chair in International Sustainable Development Law. 

In the following years, I am planning on conducting an in-
depth study of processes of integration across the fields of 
international law that are relevant for sustainable development: 
how have such processes taken shape and what more is 
needed to achieve genuine normative integration? As already 
referred to in the second part of this lecture, major challenges 
lie in reshaping the global economic order to ensure that 
it effectively contributes to the social and environmental 
dimensions of sustainable development. However, although 
there is a long way to go, there are also encouraging 
developments. 

Let me take the example of international investment law. 
Currently, important reforms are taking place in this field 
of law, reflecting the growing recognition that international 

investment should contribute to sustainable development. 
For instance, investment agreements increasingly contain 
sustainable development provisions and chapters that 
seek to provide host States more space to adopt ambitious 
environmental and social legislation and which require 
investors to conduct due diligence to prevent that their projects 
infringe on human rights or cause environmental pollution.49 

These reforms are important and illustrate how normative 
integration is taking shape in the context of investment 
protection. However, a truly integrative approach would 
take these reforms a step further. Arguably, international 
investment law still treats investments primarily as economic 
transactions, with social or environmental interests being of 
secondary concern. In other words, international investment 
law tends to treat environmental and social concerns as 
externalities, impacting on investment but not being integral 
to the objectives of international investment law.50 A truly 
integrative approach, in contrast, would internalize sustainable 
development in the investment regime, for instance by 
making the protection of the investment contingent on its 
environmental and social contributions to the host State. Such 
an approach could be operationalized by including sustainable 
development directly in the definition of investment adopted 
by the agreement. An example is provided by a bilateral 
investment agreement concluded by Morocco and Nigeria in 
2016.51 This agreement, which has not yet entered into force, 
defines investment as “an enterprise within the territory of 
one State […] by an investor of the other State in accordance 
with [the] law of the Party in whose territory the investment 
is made taken together with the asset of the enterprise which 
contribute [to the] sustainable development of that Party 
[…].”52 Article 14 of the Agreement furthermore stipulates 
an obligation for investors to “comply with environmental 
assessment screening and assessment processes” either under 
the law of the host or home state, “whichever is more rigorous 
in relation to the investment in question” and an obligation to 
conduct a social impact assessment. 
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This approach – if adopted more broadly - may have 
wide-ranging implications for the conceptualization, 
implementation and enforcement of international investment 
law. Most importantly, it affects the very objectives of 
international investment law, which in turn has an impact 
on the protection provided to investors. More specifically, 
protection will be made contingent on the contribution of 
a project to the sustainable development of the host State, 
as evidenced through environmental and social impact 
assessments. Although this form of deeper normative 
integration is still very rare and has not been tested in 
practice, the Nigerian Moroccan agreement shows that deeper 
integration is not merely an academic endeavour. 

Conclusion and word of thanks

Let me first return to where I started: even though the war 
metaphor chosen by the UN Secretary-General may not 
adequately depict reality, we are indeed committing suicide 
if we continue mistreating the environment as we have done 
over the past century. All hope is however not lost, as the 
developments that I set out in this lecture offer new pathways 
to achieve a future in which all living beings on this Earth can 
live a life in dignity on a planet that is capable of sustaining life 
supporting functions. In the following years, I intend to build 
on the ideas that I set out in this lecture, as part of this Chair 
on international sustainable development law. And, in doing 
so, I intend to remain faithful to what I consider the essence of 
sustainable development: intra- and intergenerational equity. 

I am grateful to those who have taught me, and I hope that, 
in turn, I can inspire younger generations of scholars and 
practitioners to think of innovative solutions to the challenges 
that we face. A special word of thanks goes to the students I 
have taught over the past years and who, through their fresh 
perspectives, have inspired me to think out of the box and to 
embrace new perspectives. 

I would further like to thank everyone who has contributed to 
my appointment to this Chair. Thank you to the Board of the 
University, in particular to the Rector Magnificus, and to the 
present and previous Faculty Board, for their confidence in 
me. Thank you also to the Academic Director of the Institute 
of Public Law, Ymre Schuurmans, and to the director of the 
Grotius Centre, Eric De Brabandere. My gratitude also goes 
to all past and present colleagues at the Grotius Centre for 
International Legal Studies. It is an incredible privilege to work 
with such smart and dedicated people. 

A final word of thanks goes to my family for their continuous 
encouragement and support. Raising a family while pursuing 
an academic career is not an easy task and I am grateful to my 
mother for all her help. Thank you also to my husband, Peter-
Paul, for standing by me at all times over the past twenty-five 
years. And finally, to Alexander and Noam: thank you for 
making me smile. 

Ik heb gezegd. 
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