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Our Common Digital Future 
The report ‘Our Common Digital Future’ makes it clear that sustainability strategies and  concepts 
must be fundamentally further developed in the Digital Age. Only if digital change and the 
 Transformation towards Sustainability are constructively interlinked can we make progress 
with climate-change mitigation, Earth-system protection and human development, and with 
 successfully protecting human dignity. Without formative political action, digital change risks 
further  increasing resource and energy consumption and exacerbating damage to both the 
environment and the climate. Furthermore, uncontrolled digital change threatens to undermine 
important foundations of our democracies. It is therefore an urgent political priority to create the 
conditions needed to place digitalization at the service of sustainable development.
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Arenas of digital change
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Our Common Digital Future   
Draft Charter for a  Sustainable Digital Age

Preamble
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Transforming Our World: the 
2030 Agenda
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“Digital Revolution”?

Neolithical

Revolution
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Industrial 

Revolution

Digital 

Revolution?

> Industrial Revolution à prosperity and social misery, 
enlightenment and dialectics of enlightenment.

> ‘Digital Revolution’ à new prosperity, new enlightenment, new 
enlivenment while anticipating bursts of environmental and 
social cohesion?



‘Digital Revolution’ – what for?

“Radical Radicalism”

> Libertarian and totalitarian account of destroying the     
system including its functions

> ‘Digitalization’ as radical disruption

“Incremental Radicalism”

> Road of unintended side-effects towards ruining the system

> ‘Digitalization’ as creeping acceleration of given 
(unsustainable) trends

“Radical Incrementalism”

> Reshaping the system while keeping key functions (e.g. 
avoiding deep crisis, keeping up social integrity)

> ‘Digitalization’ as a means for sustainability transformation
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500 Pages in a Snapshot

> UNMASK – Deconstruct popular utopias and dystopias

> LITERACY – Illuminate specific technologies, its core 
characteristics and its main reconfigurative effects on earth 
system, society, economy, individuals and tech

> DEEPDIVE – Showcase and analyse specific issue areas

> AGENCY – Address actors, their specific challenges and 
transformative potentials

> GUIDANCE – Clarify transformative interest, provide a normative 
compass and general narrative

> GLOBAL GOVERNANCE – Identify issues in need for global 
cooperation

> ACTION – Provide policy and research recommendations
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“Deepdives” – Arenas of Digital 
Change
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“Unmask” – Hype, Fears and Visions
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“Literacy” – Understanding the 
Digital Age

W
BG

U
 2

0
1
9

#SustainableDigitalAge /// Marcel J. Dorsch (UBA)11 17. November 2021



“Literacy” – Understanding the 
Digital Age
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“Agency” – Transformative
Actors in the Digital Age
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“Guidance” – Three Dynamics of 
the Digital Age...

> as a synthesis of the interrelations between digital change and 

transformation to sustainability.

> to derive different, but acute needs for action. W
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First Dynamic – Digitalization for 
Sustainability
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Understand nexus D/S & engage in shaping it, make digitalisation itself 
sustainable and make it a means to implement sustainability goals

+



Second Dynamic – Sustainable 
Digitalized Societies
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?

Societal ‚Update‘, anticipatory risk assessments & goverance, but also 
overarching visions and specific goals for "sustainable digitized (world) 
societies



Third Dynamik – The Future of 
Homo sapiens
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Society-wide discourse on desirable futures, research, education and 
ethics around homo digitalis, machina sapiens, natura futuris  



“Guidance” – Three Dynamics of 
the Digital Age
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Some recommendation
highlights

> Societal „Update“

Sustainability and digital competencies as a modernization program

> Digital services for the public and public welfare

Creating public-service ICT and digital commons, 

> (Digital) literacy and cooperation

Global (environmental) awareness, future-proof education, discourse arenas 

> Digitally supported circular economy

Recoupling of economic and natural processes

> EU as Pioneer: giving digital innovation a purpose

Reinvigorating Europe’s progress model: sustainability & public welfare as 

innovation quality (à German EU Council Presidency 2020)
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Impact – Germany, EU, UN
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Still many Missing Links
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…„twin transition“?



Building the missing links

1. Shifting innovation, visions & patterns of digital pioneers 
towards sustainability (universities, R&D) 

2. Mobilizing markets to drive digitalization towards 
sustainability (green tax reforms/ getting the prices right)

3. Shifting markets: roadmaps to reduce emissions and 
resources consumption with digital tools

4. Modernizing the state – building digital capabilities as a 
precondition for governing digital change

5. Building strong research networks between digital and 
sustainability scientific communities

6. Creating dialogue structures between civil society, state, 
business, science to shape digital and sustainable futures  
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Building transformative coalitions 
for a #SustainableDigitalAge

> Institutional literacy: UBA’s AI Lab for Sustainable 
Applications 

> Cooperation between UBA and industry association on 
Sustainable Industry 4.0 

> Setting strategic thematic focus on sustainable 
digitalization, e.g. within EPA network or CCICED (China 
Council for International Cooperation on Environment and 
Development)

> Stimulate academic debate, e.g. call for paper

> Building strong international multi-stakeholder coalitions, 
e.g. CODES
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Some own examples



CODES – Coalition for Digital 
Environmental Sustainability

> Global, multi-stakeholder alliance

> “Make digital transformation a positive and exponential 
force for environmental sustainability and climate action!”

> Part of the implementation process for the UN Secretary-
General’s Roadmap for Digital Cooperation 

> Join community: sparkblue.org/DigitalPlanet
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Thank you for your 
attention!

PLEASE GET IN TOUCH

marcel.dorsch@uba.de

@MarcelJDorsch

@GermanEnvAgency

@WBGU_Council

#SustainableDigitalAge


