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Abstract: Sustainable development is a very heterogeneous and complex 
issue requiring a multidisciplinary approach and taking into account the 
objective of this article we have critically analysed the literature on this 
issue, the main elements of sustainable development and factors affecting 
its integration in agriculture. Our analysis proved that not only the elements 
from the external environment influence the management, but also the 
management models can actively influence the institutional structures 
promoting an organizational behaviour that is favourable to sustainable 
development, especially for agricultural sector.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  
Sustainable development is a relatively new concept, very often internationally 

debated and at the same time, it is a new philosophy necessary for the business 
environment to achieve a modern and sustainable society. One definition of sustainable 
development was elaborated by the Brundtland Commission (1987) and consists of 
ensuring that current needs are satisfied without putting in danger the ability of future 
generations to satisfy their own needs. 

Kates et al. (2005) offer many perspectives for defining sustainable 
development, both historically and in terms of objectives, measurement indicators, 
promoted values and methods of practical implementation of sustainable development. 

Agricultural sector plays an important role in sustainable development process 
and the eradication of hunger and poverty, but it also faces many challenges, making it 
increasingly difficult to achieve its main goal - providing food for the world's 
population every year. 

Population growth and changes in diet associated with rising incomes are 
leading to an increased demand for food and other agricultural products, while global 
food systems are increasingly threatened by land degradation, climate change and other 
stressors. Although there are uncertainties about the regional and local effects of 
climate change and also its suggests that the stability of the food system will be at 
greater risk due to the short-term variability of food supply. 

Internationally, the overtime failed actions of organizations to meet social 
needs of communities in which they operate have led to a resizing of the role that 
human resources play in internal and external actions to promote social responsibility 
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that finally lead to a harmonious and long-term development of the organization. 
Establishing appropriate standards with the help of which stakeholder relations are 
effectively maintained ensures the sustainable success of modern organizations. Ethics 
becomes the central pillar around which stakeholder relations are strengthened in order 
to achieve a long-term development (Burlea-Schiopoiu, 2013a; Burlea-Schiopoiu and 
Rainey, 2013). 

International organizations such as the World Bank or the United Nations are 
increasingly emphasizing the importance to respect human rights and the development 
of non-discriminatory policies. Therefore, as a result of the pressure and media 
coverage from NGOs around the world and international organizations, an international 
standard on social responsibility named ISO 26000 has been developed, which is, in 
fact, the vision of a modern organization, oriented towards sustainable development, 
which must comply with existing legislation and international recommendations 
regarding human rights, developing a good relationship with employees, diversity, 
health and safety at work (Burlea-Schiopoiu, 2008). 

We will start from the premise that implementation of the social responsibility 
in agricultural sector is a supreme goal and a trend that organizational management 
must follow, but contextual differences can be important strategic pillars to achieve the 
ultimate goals (Burlea-Schiopoiu and Remme, 2017). Therefore, it is very important to 
analyse the social, economic and even organizational environment of each organization 
that wants to implement a sustainable development policy because there are a number 
of factors that can facilitate or hinder social and responsible initiatives. 

Sustainable development allows to increase the value of shareholders by 
integrating economic, social and environmental opportunities in business strategies 
(Burlea-Schiopoiu and Mihai, 2019). Therefore, in our analysis we will start from the 
specific foundations of a sustainable organization that operates in the field of 
agriculture. 

2. SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT AS A SUBSYSTEM OF THE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY  
The climate change happening over recent years has led companies and 

organizations to rethink their role in society and to reflect on the fact that profit is not 
the only nor the most important performance criterion. 

Dernbach and Mintz (2011, p.531) define sustainable development as a 
necessary framework for people to live and prosper in harmony with nature and the 
environment and they present the main, topical aspects of sustainable development 
today. These include the influence of legislative measures for integrated decision-
making and the promoting of ecology and sustainable development, climate change and 
its implications. Thus, the need to build specific institutions and a legislative framework 
that supports sustainable development is imperative to achieve the proposed objectives, 
because there are many laws to protect the environment and non-renewable resources 
nowadays. 

Tovey (2009, pp.14-18) offers an alternative vision to the usual way of 
understanding sustainable development, as an important objective that establishes a 
powerful relationship between economic and also environmental activities or an ideal 
balance between the following pillons: economic, social and environmental.  Also 
Toney explains the term sustainable development starting from the definition offered by 
the report “Our Common Future - World Commission on Environment and 
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Development”, as a process of change through which resource exploitation, 
accomplished investments, technology development and institutional change meet not 
only current needs, but also those of the future. Sustainable development is defined as a 
process consisting of two elements:  

1. A process of social training in respect for nature and proper appreciation of 
resources, and 

2.  A conflicting process between awareness of the need for social and 
environmental economic harmony and the barriers to doing so, such as the 
struggle for power, collateral interests or oblivion (Tovey, 2009, pp. 14-
18). 

The development of internal social responsibility has been achieved differently 
worldwide, depending on the specific needs of the region and the pressures addressed 
by the media. In Asia, China, research has shown an increase in the interest of 
organizations in implementing internal and external social policies to meet the needs of 
employees and shareholders (Liu and Liu, 2009, p. 79). 

 Various international organizations such as the World Bank or the United 
Nations are increasingly emphasizing respect for human rights and the development of 
non-discriminatory policies (Idowu et al., 2017). 

As a result of the pressures and media coverage of NGOs around the world and 
organizations such as those mentioned, a new international standard on social 
responsibility (ISO 26000) has been developed. It states that the vision of a modern 
organization, oriented towards sustainable development must respect the legislation in 
force and the recommendations at international level on human rights, the development 
of a good relationship with employees, diversity, and health and safety at work. 

The main concept of sustainable development is to focus on ISO international 
standards. Ensuring quality management automatically involves ensuring sustainable 
development in all aspects specific to the business, from human resources to business 
strategies. The international standards ISO 14001 on the environment and ISO 26000 
on social responsibility are starting points in ensuring the sustainable development of 
society. The ISO 14001 standard is the foundation of sustainable development and 
refers to reducing the negative impact of business on the environment, respecting and 
raising environmental awareness or ensuring accountability to the community (Burlea-
Schiopoiu, 2019). 

The ISO 26000 standard on social responsibility covers many variables that are 
pillars of sustainable development. The guidance provided by the ISO 26000 standard 
has as its ultimate goal the maximization of an organization's contribution to sustainable 
development. We conclude that a synonymous relationship between social 
responsibility and sustainable development is excluded, as social responsibility can be 
considered the main tool used by public or private sector organizations towards 
sustainable development (Burlea-Schiopoiu, 2013b).  

3. THE SYSTEMIC RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT AND THE 
SUSTAINABILITY OF THE AGRICULTURAL SECTOR  

Through our research we want to provide a comprehensive perspective on how 
management studies analyse issues related to sustainable development in agriculture. 
Agriculture faces many challenges, making it increasingly difficult to achieve its main 
goal - providing food for the entire world's population - every year. Population growth 
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and changes in diet associated with rising incomes are leading to an increased demand 
for food and other agricultural products, while global food systems are increasingly 
threatened by land degradation, climate change and other stressors. Although there are 
uncertainties about the regional and local effects of climate change, the global model 
suggests that the stability of the food system will be at greater risk due to the short-term 
variability of the food supply. 

Agriculture must be organized on the principles of sustainable development in 
order to respond to growing demand, contribute more effectively to reducing poverty 
and malnutrition, and become more environmentally sustainable. This transformation 
will be crucial to achieving many of the sustainable development goals. Poverty and 
hunger must be eradicated and become a distinct goal of organizations and 
governments. Most of the world's poor population live in rural areas, and growing 
agriculture has proven to be effective in raising the living standards of rural families. 
Managing the links between agriculture, poverty and nutrition is essential as we are in 
search to provide an opportunity for children to reach their full potential. The new 
agenda should also have an objective that explicitly aims to improve agricultural 
systems and address rural development in an integrated manner. 

Agriculture plays a crucial role in sustainable development and in eradicating 
hunger and poverty. The challenges facing agriculture in the process of sustainable 
development are related to the development of ways in which society is socially 
equitable and ecologically sustainable and not only obsessed with growth, but 
motivated by meeting human needs and equity in the allocation of not only natural, but 
also other types of resources. Sustainable agriculture must respond to economic, social 
and environmental challenges and be aware that all these challenges are closely linked. 
These characteristics of sustainable agriculture should be considered as a whole and no 
single characteristic should be predominant to the detriment of the other characteristics. 

Based on literature review, the Sustainable Agriculture must have the following 
objectives: 
• Protecting the natural base of resources; Prevention of soil and water degradation; 

Biodiversity conservation; A consistent contribution to increasing economic and 
social well-being; Ensuring a secure and high quality supply of agricultural products; 
Protecting livelihoods and the well-being of agricultural workers. 

The main tools for achieving a sustainable agricultural sector are the following: 
• Political and agrarian reform; Income diversification; Land conservation and 

improved entry management. 
This is being done in order to clarify the research agricultural agenda and its 

priorities, as also to suggest some practical measures that might be useful to achieve a 
sustainable agriculture. 

Taking into account this pandemic period we observed that an exclusive focus 
on agricultural exports involves hidden costs and it is important to underline that the 
agricultural production involves certain risks for Romanian farmers that remain without 
a domestic market, especially in the case of which the main source of employment for 
the rural population is agriculture. Trends towards specialization and mechanization 
may increase the measured efficiency to a limited extent, but decrease employment in 
villages. Unemployment expenditure must be taken into account in the development of 
national agricultural support programs because the promotion of sustainable agriculture, 
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with an emphasis on the performance of agricultural work, contributes to overcoming 
these problems. 

Sustainable social development through the implementation of agricultural 
techniques is linked to data of social acceptability and justice (Mihai et al., 2018). 
Development can only be sustainable if it reduces poverty, and the government should 
find ways to enable people in rural areas to benefit from the development of agriculture. 
Many of the new technologies fail to be applied in the agricultural sector due to the lack 
of acceptability of the local society. Sustainable agricultural practices are useful 
because they are based on local customs, traditions and social norms. However, given 
the multifunctional role covered by agriculture, areas of study include several topics, 
such as food and consumer economics, production economics and agricultural 
management, and last but not least, development economics.  

The basic idea is to show how agro-food specialists have increasingly included 
a broader assessment of the impact of production and consumption choices among their 
objectives by accepting the challenge of this pandemic period.  

While countries around the world set economic growth as their main goal, this 
often contrasts with a real improvement in the other two pillars of sustainable 
development. From this perspective, the contribution of several agricultural economics 
studies in recent years has been aimed at reconciling economic development with 
environmental development and social development. Therefore, economic studies in the 
field of agriculture, which touch, directly or indirectly, on several topics related to 
sustainable development, can make a significant contribution in the coming years to the 
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals. 

From this perspective, we have to underline that agricultural sector needs to 
lead to development of health conditions in Romania and to economic growth. 

Agriculture is in relationship with environment (e.g. the case of greenhouse gas 
emissions). For the agricultural sector is important to realise a significant reduction in 
carbon emissions as a major source of emissions, especially in terms of use of 
chemicals (Smith et al., 2014). 

It is important to analyse the role played by agricultural policies in promoting 
sustainable development in the case of the common agricultural policy of the European 
Union (CAP), and this analysis is important to be continued with the role of innovation 
as driver to improved sustainability of agricultural practices. 

Consumers must not be neglected either, and the importance that consumers 
attach to the issues of sustainable development for the environment when making food 
choices must be considered (Burlea-Schiopoiu and Balan, 2018). Moreover, we need to 
consider the effects of climate change in inducing population migration flows, as a 
possible variation in socio-economic outcomes, especially in terms of the role played by 
agriculture in affecting such a relationship. 

Through our research we want to explore how sector-specific policies such as 
the common agricultural policy (CAP) and agriculture-related renewable energy 
policies (e.g. biogas) have evolved over time and how concepts have been informed and 
adapted, that refer to environmental sustainability and that highlight how research has 
contributed to assessing the impact of agricultural and agro-energy policies on 
agricultural systems. 

The concept of sustainable development has been organized into three main 
areas (or dimensions) of sustainability: economic, social and environmental. Since 
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1987, such a concept has gradually established public policies in various sectors, 
including agriculture and agro-energy. The European Union's common agricultural 
policy, which was introduced in the early 1960s, has evolved in line with societal 
changes and requirements, in particular in terms of objectives and implementation tools. 
In particular, the objective of increasing agricultural productivity (to ensure food self-
sufficiency) has been gradually replaced by measures aimed at promoting agricultural 
sustainability and ecological practices in agriculture. 

The first stage of such a process took place along the establishment of the 
second pillar of the CAP, aimed at recognizing and rewarding various multifunctional 
and ecological practices in agriculture. In the second pillar, the most relevant actions to 
encourage sustainable agricultural practices are agro-environment measures. As the 
implementation of the agro-environment measures, as well as other second pillar 
measures, is voluntary for farmers. It is essential to understand what factors encourage 
their adoption and to compare the characteristics of farmers, people working in 
agriculture and the territory of all participating and non-participating subjects to the 
agro-environment measures.  

We observed that the younger farmers are more inclined to sustainable 
agricultural practices and, in addition, the adverse selection effect, according to which 
the lower the cost of adaptation for agro-environment measures, the more likely it is to 
participate in the project funding scheme. This, in turn, leads to a lack of practicability 
in the results of these policies, as farmers who are the real target of these policies are 
less likely to get involved in sustainable agriculture development projects. The location 
of the farm in sensitive areas, from an ecological point of view does not seem to affect 
the absorption of agro-environment measures, and this finding highlights a lack of 
territorial targeting of this type of intervention.  

Beyond participating in organic farming practices, it is essential to assess 
whether and to what extent the adoption of such actions actually translates into the 
expected results. In this regard, economic research in agriculture has focused on the 
development of farm-level tools and analyses based on survey simulations (De Olde et 
al., 2016) and ex-post estimates on the effects of agricultural practices and agricultural 
policies on sustainable development (Bertoni et al., 2018). 

As the concept of sustainable development also takes into account the social 
and economic dimensions (along with the environmental ones), the effects of 
agricultural policy have also been examined in terms of job creation (aimed at reducing 
off-farm migration). 

A study conducted by Olper et al. (2014), between 1990 and 2009, based on 
data from European regions, showed that agricultural payments have contributed to 
reducing labour migration in agriculture, even if they have a moderate effect. However, 
it should be noted that, during an economic downturn, off-farm employment can be a 
useful strategy for integrating family farm incomes. Therefore, payments under the first 
pillar are more efficient than those under the second pillar, and speaking of the first one, 
coupled payments are more efficient than decoupled payments, even though decoupled 
payments have emerged as the most effective payment instrument. As a policy for 
maintaining employment in the agricultural sector, the current CAP reform has limited 
them to the implementation of so-called greening measures by farmers who have 
benefited from them. 
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Such measures consist of crop diversification, the allocation of a minimum part 
(5-7%) of agricultural land in areas of ecological interest and the maintenance of 
pastures and permanent pastures. Although the debate around the CAP reform has 
sometimes defined the current greening measures as a small compromise, their impact 
assessment has shown that they have had a fairly strong effect on agricultural and 
harvest mixes in high-intensity agricultural systems, while others areas were not 
affected by the policy instrument (Louhichi et al., 2017). 

Cavicchioli and Bertoni (2015), measured the ex-ante impact of greening 
measures in the plain area of the Lombardy region, which is one of the more intensive 
agricultural contexts in Europe and saw a decline in cereal crops in favour of nitrogen-
fixing crops. According to the same analysis, the greening measures included in the 
European Union's proposal would have a stronger impact on agriculture in Lombardy 
compared to the approved measures (Solazzo et al., 2016). 

Gaudino et al. (2018), comparing the effect of greening measures on three 
different structures of dairy farms (extended, organic and intensive), they found an 
intense effect, in terms of reducing incomes, for intensive farms compared to the other 
two categories. Bertoni et al. (2018) observed a significant discontinuity in the 
transition of agricultural land use in Lombardy before - during 2011-2014 - and after 
the adoption of greening - in the period 2015-2016.  

Policies to stimulate bioenergy and biofuels can also have an impact on the 
sustainable development of agricultural systems, sometimes not in the desired direction. 
The case of biogas in high-intensity agricultural areas is an example of how poorly 
designed policies can lead to distortive effects on the agricultural system. As a first 
step, incentives for biogas were targeted at large plants, while after noticing side 
effects, the policy shifted to smaller plants. Thus, payments for large biogas plants lead 
to a distortion of the feed market, with an increase in costs for animal farms, and such 
an effect could be reduced if incentives were granted for smaller biogas factories. 

We arrived to the conclusion that interventions to support the sustainable 
development of the environment may generate some unintended results. On the one 
hand, the lack of response and territorial targeting of voluntary measures can reduce the 
effectiveness of projects aimed at sustainable agriculture and environmental protection. 
On the other hand, limiting direct payments to beneficiaries (such as greening the first 
pillar) can weaken sustainable social and economic development of high-intensity 
farming systems. 

The lack of a territorial strategy for the implementation of environmental 
projects (both voluntary and direct) may be due to the farm-level design of such 
instruments. 

Incentives for renewable energy can have different results on the three pillars of 
sustainable development in agriculture, improving the environmental component, but 
distorting certain product markets (feed) and factors (land). Such issues can be 
addressed by establishing monitoring of the sustainability indicators of the agricultural 
system in order to anticipate (ex-ante) and measure (ex-post) their territorial response to 
different policies. 

The development of a framework for effective indicators for quantifying 
sustainable development in agriculture is the key to integrating the concept of 
sustainable development into agricultural and environmental policy planning. In this 
regard, some attempts have already been proposed to measure the sustainable social, 
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ecological and economic development of agriculture both at farm level (Van Passel et 
al., 2007; Thomassen et al., 2009) and at territorial level (Paracchini et al., 2016). These 
efforts should be stepped up and empowered through better exploitation and integration 
of all available geo-referential databases on the three pillars of sustainable development 
in agriculture.  

4. CONCLUSIONS  
Strengthening the global attention to better protection and conservation of the 

environment has made sustainable development a focus on studying how sustainable 
development is linked to the environment, agriculture and food consumption. Our 
research shows that sustainable development is a key factor in agricultural policies, 
which are increasingly geared to creating incentives for better protection and 
management of the environment.  

The concept of sustainable development is the focus of ISO international 
standards. Ensuring quality management automatically involves ensuring sustainable 
development in all aspects specific to the business, from human resources to business 
strategies. The international standards ISO 14001 on the environment and ISO 26000 
on social responsibility are starting points in ensuring the sustainable development of 
society. 

Strategies for implementing sustainable development within agricultural 
organizations can be achieved through a good relationship with stakeholders on the 
principle of mutual gain through which conflict situations of any kind are implicitly 
avoided. In conclusion, we believe that there can be no synonymous bond between 
social responsibility and sustainable development, as social responsibility can be 
considered the main tool used by public or private sector organizations towards 
sustainable development. Agriculture must be organized on the principles of sustainable 
development in order to respond to growing demand, contribute more effectively to 
reducing poverty and malnutrition, and become more environmentally sustainable. This 
transformation will be crucial to achieving many of the goals of sustainable 
development, and the challenges facing agriculture in the process of sustainable 
development are related to developing ways to make society socially equitable and 
environmentally sustainable. A society not only obsessed with growth, but motivated by 
meeting human needs and equity in the allocation of natural and other resources. 

Sustainable agriculture must respond to economic, social and environmental 
challenges and be aware that all these challenges are closely linked. These 
characteristics of sustainable agriculture should be considered as a whole and no single 
characteristic should be predominant to the detriment of the other characteristics. 

The challenges of sustainable development shift the paradigm of management 
and a set of principles have been explored in the literature with the potential to promote 
the agricultural organizationa to implement a sustainable development. 

The development of a sustainable value proposition is fundamental to the 
existence, survival and prosperity of the organization, and the three-dimensional 
approach to economic, environmental and social objectives only makes sense when 
considering not only short-term, but also medium-term and long strategies. However, 
the long-term strategy for sustainable management systems tends to exceed the time 
frame for planning the strategy, and rather involves taking into account future 
generations.  
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These initiatives need to be integrated into the organization's systems, and 
organizations are invited to integrate the principles of sustainability into their business 
processes and capabilities (Burlea-Schiopoiu, 2007). Thus, organizations can 
implement sustainable development initiatives to develope sustainability reporting, 
sustainable work, design and ergonomics. This shows that organizations can use 
different mechanisms to implement their own value creation systems to make a profit. 
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