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Abstract: Sustainability is a complex concept and an interconnected network, impacting an individual 
to the world. Discussions about sustainability now no longer consider sustainability solely as an 
environmental concern but also incorporate economic and social dimensions. This paper presents a 
systems approach for sustainable development through social sustainability, mainly focuses on rural-
suburban-urban linkages with the approach of local food to a global solution. The paper incorporates 
four interconnected layers of this approach, including the understanding of social sustainability, rural-
suburban-urban linkages, interconnection of sustainability and food, and the impact of sustainable 
agriculture on ecological, economic, social and cultural dimensions. The context of India is used to 
understand the conceptual framework of rural-suburban-urban linkages and social sustainability. The 
discussed integrated approach could become a responsive tool to solve many critical issues of current 
and future world and can lead towards a holistic approach to sustainable society. 
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Introduction: In recent years, with rapidly increasing environmental issues, the term ‘Sustainability’ 
has become a watchword internationally. Sustainability is a complex concept to understand, and its 
connections are to a wide range of global issues, with its various dimensions of economical, social and 
environmental sustainability.  
 
Developing countries with enormous biological, economical and cultural diversity and a whole survival 
as a civilisation are today threatened by inappropriate globalised development. For sustainable cities, we 
need to address the aspects of social sustainability and design the systems with a new perspective to 
meet the future global crisis. In a complex system, there are many problems like inclusive growth 
system, problems of slums, infrastructure, health hazards and other endless problems, which are 
increasing day by day. By 2050 cities are going to face the problems of basic needs including food, water 
and fresh air, where apart from all the aspects of sustainable development we will face the critical 
question to feed nine billion people. There is an urgent need to unfold all the interconnected layers of 
sustainability. 
 
Social sustainability is never explored with a holistic approach to design better cities; it can become a 
tool for economical sustainability and environmental sustainability and to form sustainable cities.  
This paper integrates the aspects of 

· Sustainable development through social sustainability 

· Rural - suburban - urban linkages for sustainable cities 

· Sustainable agriculture the Local food for global solution 
The purpose of this study is to understand the connecting network of social sustainability and 
sustainable agriculture with one of the possible approach of interlinking rural, suburban and urban 
areas. This proposed concept will positively transform the ecological, economical and socio-cultural 
dimensions and built environment. The paper addresses that how responsible design approaches aiming 
for holistic sustainable development can transform the present and future. 
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1. Sustainability and Social Sustainability: We now live in a modern, consumerist and largely urban 
existence and we consume a huge amount of natural resources every day. Sustainability and sustainable 
development focus on balancing that fine line between competing needs - our need to move forward 
technologically and economically, and the needs to protect the environments in which we and others 
live. Sustainability comprises three layers Environmental sustainability, Economical sustainability and 
Social sustainability.  
 
All three layers of sustainability including Economical, Social and Environmental sustainability are 
interconnected and can’t be addressed in isolation. Social and ecological systems are dynamic and 
connected. They are interdependent and affect each other. Socio-ecological sustainability describes the 
ability to develop a society that manages the biosphere instead of consuming it. 
 
Social sustainability occurs when the formal and informal processes; systems; structures; and 
relationships actively support the capacity of current and future generations to create healthy and 
livable communities. Socially sustainable communities are equitable, diverse, connected and democratic 
and provide a good quality of life. - according to the Western Australia Council of Social Services 
(WACOSS) 
 

 
Figure 3: Social Sustainability 

 
Social sustainability is largely neglected in mainstream sustainability aspects. Priority has been given to 
economic and environmental sustainability in the context of planning, housing and communities, where 
the focus is on renewable resources, low carbon communities and encouraging pro-environmental 
behaviour in households. As a result, there are very few practical resources that address the question of 
how to create places that are socially sustainable.  
 
Social sustainability also explains how traditional themes, such as equity, poverty reduction and 
livelihood, are increasingly been complemented or replaced by more intangible and less measurable 
concepts such as identity, sense of place and the benefits of ‘social networks’. Social sustainability 
addresses how individuals, communities and societies live with each other, to achieve the objectives of 
development models, which they have chosen for themselves taking also into account the physical 
boundaries of their places and planet earth as a wholeSocial sustainability blends traditional social 
policy areas and principles such as equity and health, with issues concerning participation, needs, social 
capital, the economy, the environment, and more recently, with the notions of happiness, well being 
and quality of life. Social sustainability is a framework that puts people at the heart of cities and 
recognises that personal wellbeing impacts on and is impacted by, collective wellbeing. 
 
2. Rural – Suburban and Urban Linkages: Urbanization is a dominant demographic trend and an 
important component of global land transformation. The United Nations predicts that cities will be 
saturated from the forecast population growth expected over the next four decades. This will impose a 
tremendous ecological burden both locally and globally. The rate of urbanization is directly correlated 
with increased production and consumption of goods, services and infrastructure. This leads to greater 
land consumption, landscape fragmentation, biodiversity loss, the creation of urban heat islands, 
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increasing greenhouse gas emissions and the destruction of sensitive ecosystems. The outcomes are a 
decrease in human health and well-being among other negative impacts on society, which interact with 
and are exacerbated by climate change.  
 
Urbanization is more rapid and massive, and affects a greater part of the world than ever before, mainly 
because of the migration of hundreds of millions of rural folk to the cities. Significant social, economic, 
and political problems are being created by the huge rural-urban migration. Most workers entering the 
informal sector are migrants from rural areas unable to find employment in the formal sector. Their 
motivation is usually to obtain a sufficient income to survive. As many members of the household as 
possible, including women and children, are involved in income-generating activities, and they often 
work very long hours. Most inhabits have built themselves in slums and squatter settlements are lacking 
minimal public services. Millions are homeless, living on the pavements of cities.  
 
2.1 Rural India: Until a recent past, villagers in India, a family did not easily move to another village or 
city, but today, the scenario has changed. Migration is obliterating this village attachment, and greater 
urbanization is creating a profound social, environmental, political and economic dilemma for all 
segments of society. Rural poverty is bad enough, but its problems are compounded when families leave 
their rural homes to seek a livelihood in overcrowded city slums, leaving behind their deep-rooted 
traditions and ties to the extended family and the village seniors. The current growth paradigm is not 
sustainable, both socially and politically. 
 
2.2 Urban India: India is the seventh-largest country by geographical area, the second-most 
populous country with over 1.2 billion people. According to the 2001 Census, the Indian urban 
population rose from 62.4 mn (17.3%) in 1951 to 286.1 mn in 2001 – 27.8% of the total population. The UN 
estimates that, if urbanisation continues at the present rate, 46% of the total population (634 mn 
people) will be in urban areas by 2030. If such an exodus is not checked and corrected, it will lead to 
extreme urban decay and strain, and urban sustainability will become a huge utopian vision. 
 
2.3 Urbanization Pattern: Large groups of landless, unskilled, uneducated, illiterate labourers and 
farmers leave their villages and go to distant large towns or cities like Mumbai, Delhi, Kolkotta and 
Chennai. They do not go to their neighbouring smaller town centres because these have already reached 
their saturation point and fail to provide even the minimum services to migrants. The only alternative is 
the large unknown metropolises seen in movies as glamorous beds of comfort and wealth. Migration 
causes undue stress to the urban system which has now to deal with pavement dwellings, slums, 
squalor, disease, crime, and degeneration. The urban system often breaks down due to these stresses. 
Water, electricity, transportation, education, housing, security and other services fail. Ongoing and 
increasing demands are moreover made on the local economy which is struggling for sustainability. This 
causes a major drain on the economy.  
 
Below given chart reflect the entire spectrum of settlements—from small villages to large urban 
agglomerations for different types of settlements. 
 
There is a need to go for professional market research and update the rural people with the required 
information to lead their products to healthy markets. Without a broad and stable market, micro-
enterprises are inadequate, and all the efforts at sustaining villages and preventing migration through 
this strategy remain unfulfilled. Therefore, a market needs to be explored, identified and created by the 
people who supply resources to the poor for manufacturing products. In the present context of 
globalisation, it is particularly important that NGOs and the social institutions take this up because the 
Indian rural poor are mainly illiterate, ill-educated and ill-informed and cannot stand up to the forces of 
the complex global paradigm. 
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Figure 1: Where India Lives: Distribution of Population By Settlement Size 

(Source: IIHS, Census) 
 
 
2.4 Sub-Urban/ Peri-Urban interface of Indian Cities: The outward expansion of larger metros, 
gradual changes in land use and occupations have transformed the rural hinterland into semi-urban or 
‘peri-urban’ areas. These areas are with rural soul in the urban fabric. 
 
Inhabitants of these ‘peri-urban’ regions are increasingly threatened by a deteriorating quality of life 
prompted by deforestation, water depletion and pollution as well as by the poor or almost non-existent 
mechanisms for sewage disposal.  
 
Where the city ends and the rural area begin, mixed land use with rural and urban features coexists in 
areas surrounding cities. Such areas are particularly vulnerable to environmental damage because of 
their proximity to the city which could be degrading their land and water resources, for instance, 
through the dumping of solid and liquid wastes or where population growth has spilled over from the 
city, and the increased population has strained the carrying capacity of surrounding areas. This makes 
them no different from the villages of rural India, but unlike these villages, they face a bigger 
environmental burden stemming from their transitional nature. 
 
2.5 Approaches: In the vast area of social sustainability, there is a need to address the area of rural – 
suburban and urban linkages, to sustain both urban and rural livelihoods and ecosystems. Also, we need 
to look at the sustainable management of the resources to meet the global food crisis. Sustainable forms 
of urbanisation require a coherent approach to the rural-urban interface. This interface is a highly 
dynamic and complex system of land use, constituted by a singular mosaic of ecosystems. The 
recognition of rural-urban systems and the interdependencies of populations living and working in both 
areas create new prospects for poverty alleviation in many regions in the developing world. When 
carefully managed, rural-urban interactions can result in harmonious regional development outcomes. 
 
One of the approaches can be promoting positive two-way interactions and relations between rural and 
urban areas and how a cooperative or community-based development can foster economic gains. For 
example, recycling urban wastewater for rural agriculture is possible, after ensuring that its quality is 
suitable for crops and human health. A great milestone of such efforts is Amul - the Apex organisation of 
the Dairy Cooperatives of Gujarat. The Amul brand is not only a product but also a movement. It is in 
one way, the representation of the economic freedom of farmers. It has given farmers the courage to 
dream. The Amul model has helped India to emerge as the largest milk producer in the world. More 
than 15 million milk producers pour their milk in 1,44,500dairy cooperative societies across the country. 
Their milk is processed in 184 District Co-operative Unions and marketed by 22 State Marketing 
Federations, ensuring a better life for millions. A milk cooperative promoted economic stability in the 
rural as well as the surrounding urban regions. Various case studies lead to the idea of local food and 
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global solution, food and biodiversity. This paper covers the different dynamics of the food system and 
one of the possible approaches to local food for a global solution. 
3. Interconnection of Sustainability and Food: Food, water and shelter are our necessities. After air 
and water, food is an essential resource people require to sustain them. The global food system has 
become such a governing force shaping the surface of this planet and its ecosystems that we can no 
longer achieve sustainability without restoring the food system. At the same time, sustainable food 
systems provide the great possibility for building a sustainable future, a future in which all can lead 
satisfying lives within the means of the biosphere.  
 
India is a country of possibilities. It is home to incredible history, culture, people, and food but currently 
facing the challenges of serious health and safety issues, uncontrolled social and economic inequality, 
and ineffectual government. India has a vibrant technology industry. Businesses from around the world 
commonly outsource development and customer service operations to India, and domestic and 
international investors are beginning to take notice of Indian startups. People of Indian origin are also a 
significant part of the international technology and ecosystem. Furthermore, social entrepreneurship, 
the use technology to solve civic problems, and the formation of a global community of innovators are 
gaining momentum as the geographic barriers to communication. 
 
In India Food is more than personal necessities, It is also about culture and, most importantly, about 
biodiversity. We often do not realise that how flora and fauna around us make up our culture; and 
interconnection of food diversity, indeed cultural diversity, and is linkage to diversity in the biological 
world. As an outcome, we do not value this biodiversity that grows on the farm, the forest and the lake 
and the ocean. Each region of India is diverse in its food habits and food systems. It has its own recipes; 
cooks with different ingredients and eats differently; and also the world. 
 
Current global food systems are not enough to meet world's dietary needs. About one billion people are 
hungry, while two billion people are overweight. India, for example, is experiencing rises in both: since 
1995 an additional 65 million people are malnourished, and one in five adults is now overweight. This 
coexistence of food insecurity and obesity may seem like a paradox, but over- and undernutrition reflect 
two facets of malnutrition. Underlying both is a common factor: food systems are not driven to deliver 
optimal human diets but to maximise profits. Report on world health and food systems covers that For 
people living in poverty, this means either exclusion from development (and consequent food 
insecurity) or eating low-cost, highly processed foods lacking in nutrition and rich in sugar, salt, and 
saturated fats (and consequent overweight and obesity). 
 
Much like water, food is vital to human survival, and access to sufficient amounts of healthy and 
nutritious food varies greatly by region and by socioeconomic level. Worldwide, an estimated one in six 
people does not get enough food to be healthy. This statistic translates into 40 million deaths each year 
attributable to hunger or hunger-related diseases. The average poor person spends about 80% of his or 
her income on food. At the opposite end of the spectrum, many people in developed nations suffer from 
the effects of an overabundance of too much unhealthy food. In the United States, 30% of adults over 
the age of 40 are obese. These high obesity rates lead to a variety of serious health problems such as 
diabetes, high blood pressure, and heart disease. 
 
Beyond the importance of nutrition, food also has economic, social, and environmental dimensions. 
Efforts at the local, national, and global levels are underway to promote a more sustainable food system, 
and communities and organisations around the world are producing and distributing food through 
means that ensure the overall health of communities, support the economy and prevent environmental 
degradation. The statistics above remind us that there is still a long way to go to achieve a truly 
sustainable food system around the world. 
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Figure 2: World Hunger Map 

 
3.1 Food and Health: Food is the fundamental basis of life, and the quality, quantity and biodiversity of 
food available are essential to public health. The World Health Organization defines health as a state of 
complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity. The 
health of the population is reflective of the health of the food system. The foundation of a sustainable 
community-based food system is built on healthy and diverse natural resources. Science proves that 
healthy soil grows healthy food. Science also proves that eating healthy food nourishes healthy people 
and healthy people form healthy communities. Therefore, when the soil is unhealthy, it becomes the 
source of disease in plants, animals and people. 
 
Access to good, fresh, nutritious food is every child’s human right. It’s easy to agree with this, but the 
reality is that an astounding 41 million children under the age of five are overweight or obese. Day by 
day obesity and diet-related chronic disease rates are escalating, while the public’s health is further 
threatened by rising antibiotic resistance; chemicals and pathogens contaminating our food, air, soil and 
water; depletion of natural resources; and climate change. These threats have enormous human, social, 
and economic costs that are growing, cumulative, and unequally distributed. These issues are all related 
to food—what we eat and how it is produced.  
 
3.2 Economic Sustainability and Food System: Food is playing a direct economic role. Food 
production is tightly intertwined with local and global economies. Currently, food is most frequently 
bought and sold as a commodity. 
 
In the last decade, agribusinesses have made attempts to produce crops that are resistant to diseases, 
can travel greater distances without spoiling, and produce higher yields through genetically modified 
food (GM food).The primary benefit of agribusiness and GM food is the ability to produce more food 
and provide it to people at a lower cost. The result is that much of the world’s food is controlled by 
agribusinesses, which has had serious effects on local communities around the world. Areas that were 
once able to sustain themselves with locally produced food are now dependent on imports. People’s 
access to food is severely limited. 
 
3.3 Social Sustainability and Food System: In addition to sustaining our bodies, food sustains our 
hearts and minds. Across cultures and centuries, food has been central to how we connect with one 
another. What and how we eat is often heavily influenced by culture, and customs and attitudes relating 
to food vary greatly from place to place. 
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Globalization has played an important role in transforming how culture and food interact. As people 
and ideas travel throughout the world with ever-greater frequency, culture and food follow. The 
proliferation of fast food restaurants and products such as McDonald’s and Coke and Pepsi Company 
products (which include Frito-Lay brand chips, Gatorade and Quaker Oats) is a further concern of many 
who fear that such products will weaken cultural food traditions around the world. Any attempt to 
create a more sustainable food system will require balancing the benefits of globalisation with the 
preservation of cultural traditions that promote sustainability. 
 
3.4 Environmental Sustainability & Food System: A healthy environment is essential to producing 
sufficient food to sustain the world’s population. About 11% of the earth’s surface is suitable for 
agriculture, and 38% of this land has become degraded as a result of poor natural resource management 
practices. Chemicals used in agriculture – which often run off into rivers, lakes and oceans – and the 
destruction of rainforests to provide enough land for agriculture and cattle are among the leading 
contributors to environmental degradation. 
 
Eat right to save the planet. We need to re-invent sustainable agriculture, so that it can meet the needs 
of millions, but does not cost us the Earth. Think. Eat. Save. That was the theme of the World 
Environment Day 2013.  
 
3.5 Interconnected Matrix: A “Good Food” system is a sustainable community-based food system that 
focuses on the relationships between farmers, processors, distributors, retailers and eaters. There is an 
emphasis on locally-grown food, economic development, sustainability, resource conservation, health 
and social equity. When local food production is integrated within a community, food becomes a 
community asset. As access to locally-grown food increases, food security improves, more fruits and 
vegetables are consumed, and diet-related chronic diseases decline. A more environmentally sustainable 
food system would require fewer transportation energy and fossil fuel inputs. In accordance with the 
community-based discussion above, it would also be climate-appropriate. The time is ripe for public 
health practitioners to commit to a vision of good food and support a sustainable food system by 
cultivating a food landscape that supports the health, social and economic well-being of individuals, 
families, farms and communities. Healthy soil and healthy food can be the next public health 
achievements. 
 
4. The Impact of Sustainable Agriculture on Ecological, Economic, Social and Cultural 
Dimensions Agriculture: A sustainable and resilient food system conserves and renews natural 
resources, advances social justice and animal welfare builds community wealth and fulfils the food and 
nutrition needs of all eaters now and in the future. A sustainable system of agriculture and food 
production will need to balance each aspect of food production to create a self-sustaining system that 
will provide sufficient food, strengthen the economy, and preserve the environment. 
 
In recent years, the developed world has sought to make food production and distribution more 
sustainable. The concept of sustainable agriculture often includes organic farming, locally-sourced food, 
and fair trade agriculture. Sustainable farms minimize their impact on the environment by creating a 
self-sustaining ecosystem within the farm. The farmers frequently plant a variety of crops and use 
strategies like crop rotation, which cause the soil to be naturally refilled with nutrients, and also with 
the use of organic fertilisers. ‘Since the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, a diverse range of scientists, state and 
non-governmental development bodies and private-sector organisations have taken their lead from the 
concept of “sustainable agriculture”.  
 
Many approaches were originally developed as a means of turning away from conventional agricultural 
practices and as a countermovement to the Green Revolution. As a result, these approaches place the 
ecological dimension at the centre of their conception. Newer approaches emphasise the social 
dimension, and especially poverty reduction. The Task Force on Hunger, set up under the UN 
Millennium Project, described the priority intervention areas related to the three dimensions of 
sustainability. All the intervention areas need to be pursued simultaneously: 



Life Sciences International Research Journal Volume 5 Issue  1                                 ISSN 2347-8691 

 

 
Journal Published by IMRF Journals | Jan - June 2018 Edition                                                   |    118 
 

· Increasing agricultural productivity for food security (economic dimension of sustainable 
agriculture) 

· Restoring and conserving natural resources for food security (ecological dimension) 

· Promoting good governance, gender equality and development approaches focused on people and 
their needs (social dimension). 

 
There is strong competition between these three different dimensions of sustainability. The challenge is 
to find an optimum balance between them. This takes place by negotiating in a spirit of partnership, to 
reconcile contradicting interests while shaping complex processes of social reform, transformation and 
development. The challenge is to respond adequately both to the immediate needs of the population 
and to the ecological conditions at a specific location and to manage resources in a manner that 
safeguards them for the future. The goal is to optimise yields (by making optimum use of land and water 
resources) without causing adverse short-term or long-term impacts on nature, the environment or 
society. 
 
Sustainable agriculture also builds up community development. By selling goods locally via farmers 
markets, local food cooperatives and grocery stores, and community supported agriculture, reduction in 
the pollution associated with transportation, but also community has access to healthy food. Sustainable 
agriculture needs to be brought back into the development agenda! It is impossible to achieve 
sustainable development without applying sustainable agriculture on a large scale. Sustainable 
agriculture is a broad concept that covers a number of different approaches. All try in one way or other 
to achieve environmentally sound, economically profitable, ethically acceptable and socially responsible 
form of land husbandry. They have much in common with each other, and different people and 
organisations define them differently, so overlap is not unusual.  
 

Ecological dimensions 
 
Soil fertility 
Quality and availability of water 
increased biodiversity 
No spread of hazardous 
substances 
Healthy impact on the landscape 
ex. relief, vegetation cover, 
settlement structure 
Balance between energy & 
technology 
Constructive impact on the 
climate 
Environmental Sustainability  
Reduce Transportation Energy 
Reuse Vacant Land 
Mitigate Soil Contamination 
Increase Biodiversity 
Recycle Waste 
 

Economic dimensions 
 
• improve incomes 
• Provide Business Opportunity 
• Create Jobs 
• Develop Workforce and/or 

Entrepreneurialism 
• Sustain Farmland 
• Build Local Food 

Infrastructure 
• lead towards food and income 

security 
• Farmers to accumulate their 

working capital 
• The nutritional situation and 

food availability change if the 
approach is applied on a large 
scale 

• compete with other sectors 
• aggregate an economic gain to 

the national level 
 

Social & cultural dimensions 
 
• rural poor & livelihood 
• or affect social customs, 

traditions, norms and taboos 
• indigenous knowledge 

recognised within the approach 
• ensure a more equitable division 

of labour and distribution of 
income between men and 
women; Poor and rich; Young 
and old; Different ethnic groups 
and castes 
• broad adoption improve the 

health situation of the people 
• equitable access to assets, 

agricultural inputs such as 
land(secure land-use rights), 
water, capital (credit), skills and 
knowledge 
• accessible to the poor 
• technology safe for humans and 

animals 
• the beneficiaries gain 

opportunities for empowerment, 
access to social services, control 
and decision-making 
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Conclusions: The paper proposed a methodology and conceptual framework for the interventions in 
suburban areas and renewal of the area incorporating the social, economic and environmental 
dimensions of sustainability. The paper discusses social sustainability and the concept of the sustainable 
food systems to connect rural, suburban and urban areas. There is a need to re-invent the concept of 
sustainability as it is not limited to creating energy efficient buildings, reducing carbon footprint, using 
renewable energy and products, zero-energy and recycling of materials, but to understand the larger 
domain of sustainability and start with smallest possible responsible actions for better future. For the 
basic necessity of life and to meet the global crisis, it is crucial to bridge the gap between rural, suburban 
and urban areas. Inquiry of social sustainability connects to the possibility of economical and 
environmental sustainability, where the interconnection of rural, suburban and urban areas for social 
sustainability through organic sustenance can lead towards the holistic approach to sustainable 
development. 
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