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Creating a New Paradigm of
Global Environmental Governance

Maurice Strong

I'm very pleased to write this preface for Dr. Zhang Haibin’s upcoming book. It builds
on the lessons learned along the rough road of global environmental governance since the
1972 Stockholm Conference. 1 welcome the opportunity to share with Chinese readers my

recent reflections on global environmental governance and my impression of this book.

The Stockholm Conference

U. N. Secretary-General U Thant in 1970 invited me to come into the United Nations
and assume responsibility for its environmental activities centering on organizing the first
global intergovernmental conference on the environment, the U. N. Conference on the Hu-
man Environment. 1 accepted with great enthusiasm in light of my long-time commitment
to the United Nations and my deep interest in the relationship between environment and
development. The Stockholm Conference was held in Stockholm, Sweden, in June
1972 — the first of the major global conferences that have done so much to shape the
agenda of the United Nations and the world community during the last three decades. It
placed the environment issue firmly on the global agenda.

The Stockholm Conference was the first in which the People’s Republic of China par-
ticipated after assuming its right{ful membership in the United Nations and it made an im-
portant contribution to the Conference. Stockholm starkly brought out the differences be-

tween the positions of developing and more industrialized countries, but did not resolve
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them. Indecd, the issues of finance and the basis for sharing responsibilities and costs con-
tinue to be the principal source of differences and controversy between developing and
more developed countries. These have become central to international negotiations on vir-
tually every environment and sustainable development subject, most notably in the climate
change and biodiversity conventions. Stockholm established the framework for these nego-
tiations and for the cooperative arrangements they have produced. Most of all, it brought
developing countries into a full and influential participation in these processes.

Stockholm led o a proliferation of new environmental initiatives and the creation of
the U. N. Environment Programme, headquartered in Nairobi, Kenya, as well as national
environmental ministries or agencies in most countries. New nongovernmental organiza-
tions sprang up, many of them in developing countries; universities and other professional
and policy organizations established their environmental programs, as did international or-
ganizations and businesses. Amongst the important new institutions established was the
World Resources Institute, established and built under the leadership of Gus Speth. Exist-
ing organizations, notably the International Union for the Conservation of Nature(IUCN)

and the World Wildlife Fund were given strong new impetus.

The Rio Earth Summit

Despite progress in many areas, however, it became evident by the mid-1980s that,
overall, the environment was deteriorating and the population and economic growth largely
responsible for this was continuing. In response, the U. N. General Assembly established
a World Commission for Environment and Development under the chairmanship of
Norway’s GroHarlem Brundtland. Its report, “Our Common Future,” made the case for
sustainable development as the only viable pathway to a secure and sustainable future for
the human community. Its recommendations led to the decision by the U. N. General As-
sembly in December 1989 to hold the U. N. Conference on Environment and Development.
To underscore the importance of this conference, it was decided that it should be held at
the summit level, and it is now known universally as the “Earth Summit, ”

As an event in itsclf, the U. N. Conference on Environment and Development — the
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Earth Summit — in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 was clearly remarkable, indeed historic. Never
before had so many of the world’s political leaders come together in one place, and the fact
that they came to consider the urgent question of our planet’s future put these issues under
an enormous international spotlight. This was helped by the presence at Rio, both in the
conference itself and in the accompanying “Global Forum,” of an unprecedented number of
people and organizations representing every sector of civil society and more than double the
number of media representatives than had ever covered a world conference.

The Earth Summit validated the concept of sustainable development that had been ar-
ticulated by the Brundtland Commission, not as an end in itself, but as the indispensable
means of achieving a civilization in the twenty-first century that is sustainable in economic
and social as well as environmental terms. It also made clear that sustainability can only be
achieved through new dimensions of cooperation among the nations and peoples of our
planet and, most of all, a new basis for relationships between rich and poor, both within
and among nations.

One of the most frustrating aspects of the Earth Summit was the failure to agree on a
forestry convention or even on the initiation of a negotiating process that could lead to a
convention. Particularly disappointing to me was the unwillingness of governments to con-
sider an Earth Charter as a statement of ethical principles to guide the conduct of people
towards the Earth and each other. Another disappointing aspect of the Rio conference was
the weakening of some key issues in Agenda 21 — notably, population, energy, and pat-
terns of production and consumption —- in order to achieve consensus.

Despite these shortcomings, the agreements reached at the Earth Summit represent
the most comprehensive program ever agreed upon by governments for the shaping of the
human future. The Declaration of Principles agreed upon at Rio reaffirmed and built upon
the Stockholm Declaration. The Programme of Action that the conference adopted — A-
genda 21 - presented a detailed “blueprint” of the measures required to effect the transi-
tion to sustainability. The Conventions on Climate Change and Bio-diversity, negotiated
during preparations for the conference and opened for signature at it, provided the basic le-
gal {framework for international agreements on two of the most fundamental global envi-
ronmental issues. In addition, the conference agreed on initiating a negotiating process
that has since produced a Convention on Desertification, an issue of critical importance to a

number of developing countries, particularly, the countries of Sub-Saharan Africa, which
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are among the world’s poorest. The fact that these were agreed to by virtually all of the
governments of the world, most of them represented at Rio by their head of government,
gives them a unique degree of political authority. But, as we have seen since, it does not

ensure their implementation.

Toward A New Paradigm of Global

Environmental Governance

In their first decade of the 21st century it is imperative that we examine the lessons
learned in the past more than three decades. Qur focus must be on the future and how we
can use this milestone to break the impasse and make the change of course for which
Stockholm and Rio prepared the way.

It must be said that overall implementation and follow-up of the Earth Summit agree-
ments has not met the needs or expectations that it pointed up. In response, World Sum-
mit on Sustainable Development was held in Johannesburg, South Africa in 2002. Some
progress since then has been achieved but still limited. In the more industrialized countries
there has been a recession in the political will for environmental action. Developing coun-
tries are at the same time experiencing an unprecedented increase in environmental aware-
ness and concern, as their economies grow and their own environmental problems become
more visible and acute. But their capacity to deal with these problems is severely con-
strained by lack of resources of technologies and diminishing international assistance. It is
an ominous paradox that while evidence of continued environmental deterioration becomes
more compelling, the will to deal with them has weakened,

The latest report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change reinforces the
growing evidence that increased greenhouse gas emissions from human sources is accelera-
ting the processes of climate change with ominous implications for the human future.

In addition, the funding necessary to move forward with implementation of the con-
ventions on biodiversity and desertification has not been forthcoming. The Official Devel-
opment Assistance required to support developing countries in effecting the transition to

more sustainable patterns of development and eradicating poverty have not been sufficient.
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There are some bright spots. The Global Environment Facility, the only new [inan-
cial mechanism to emerge from Rio, has been adept and innovative in mobilizing and lever-
aging its funding of the incremental environmental costs of selective projects. There has
been notable progress in the development of new technologies and techniques to abate pol-
lution and reduce the energy and materials content of a unit of production — what the
World Business Council for Sustainable Development calls “eco-efficiency. ” The role of
civil society has assumed more and more importance, both in driving the processes of
change and in resisting them. The phenomenon commonly referred to as “globalization”
has become the focal point for the backlash we are currently witnessing against the very
currents of change that have made us the wealthiest civilization ever while deepening the
disparities between winners and losers.

Why is this important to those of us who are deeply concerned about the environment
and the sustainability of our societies? Because we must see these issues in the broader
perspective of cause and effect in which human numbers, life-styles and actions, their im-
pacts immensely increased by technology, are shaping the human future. We have not yet
come to terms with the reality that the processes of globalization are systemic in nature,
while the mechanisms and institutions through which we manage them are not.

China projects that almost 50 percent of its future energy needs will be met by coal
and its use of oil and gas will also escalate. This will lead not only to a substantial increase
in the importation of fossil fuels, but also to China’s production and “exports” of carbon
dioxide emissions of which it is now becoming the world’s main source. A similar situation
exists in varying degrees in other developing countries, notably India. The best investment
industrialized countries can make in reducing overall emissions of greenhouse gases is to
help developing countries to obtain the latest state-of-the-art technologies and the incre-
mental financing required to enable them to utilize the cleanest possible energy options in
meeting their future energy needs. The Clean Development Mechanism established under
the Kyoto Protocol of the U, N. Framework Convention on Climate Change and the devel-
opment of commercial trading in emissions credits offer promising prospects of effecting
the least cost means of reducing emissions, while providing for new flows of financial re-
sources to developing countries.

In addition, ! believe it would be both useful and timely for the World Bank and the

United Nations to take the lead in establishing a Consultative Group on Clean Energy,
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based on the successful model of the Consultative Group for International Agricultural Re-
search, to facilitate the process of mobilizing financial and technological resources to give
incentives and support to developing countries to opt for clean energy. At the same time,
the developing world, which is destined to produce ever greater environmental impacts,
can and must play a crucial role in developing solutions,

The environment issue is the best illustration of the need to bring all key actors into a
system of cooperative management and governance, if such a system is to be effective.
Certainly, the same is true of other issues that are critical to the common future of human-
ity. But not all issues need to be dealt with at the global level, and in many cases, the
principal global function is to provide the framework, context, and legal regime required
1o create incentives for actions that can best be taken at the local, national, and regional
levels. 1 am a great believer in the principle of subsidiarity, which calls for all issues to be
dealt with at the level closest to the people concerned at which they can be dealt with most
effectively.

Although the complex processes through which human actions are shaping the human
future are systemic in nature, the institutions through which we attempt to manage these
processes are far from systemic. Governments and industry are organized primarily on a
sectoral basis, and academia on the basis of individual disciplines. They are managed pri-
marily through hierarchical structures. Despite a great deal of talk about the need for more
systemic, integrated, and multidisciplinary approaches to management and decision mak-
ing — and some useful but limited progress in this direction — there is still a vast discon-
nect between our current management and decision-making processes and the real world
cause-and-effect system on which it impacts. This dichotomy must be addressed if we are
to develop a sustainable system of governance.

The multilateral organizations are clearly not yet prepared for the new generation of
tasks that will be required of them. Collectively, these institutions represent an immense
reservoir of experience and expertise, which is an invaluable and irreplaceable asset to the
world community. Yet paradoxically, although the need for effective multilateral institu-
tions has never been greater, support for them, both political and financial, is less than it
has been in any time since their creation. Individually, many of these organizations are
weak and in need of reform. But most of all, they need a fundamental restructuring of

their mandates and relationships with each other so that they can operate as a system in
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carrying out the particular functions allocated to them. New arrangements must be put in
place to provide for the more effective participation of business and civil society, which are
becoming increasingly important actors in respect of many critical issues.

For such a global governance system to function effectively, the developing countries
must be brought into a full and equitable partnership. The more developed countries sim-
ply cannot secure their own future by themselves. In fact, I am convinced that the pros-
pect of a sustainable future for the human community is likely to be decided in the develo-
ping countries. What they do will be influenced, perhaps decisively, by what we in the in-
dustrialized world do(or fail to do) in forging an equitable, workable, and cooperative set
of arrangements with them. Yet, developing countries cannot be denied the right to grow.
Neither can they be expected to respond to exhortations to reduce their population growth,
their greenhouse gas emissions and adopt stringent environmental controls from those
whose patterns of production and consumption have largely given rise to global risks like
climate change. This means recognizing the special responsibilities for a “Change of
course” of the traditional industrialized countries to ensure developing countries the access
to the capital and technologies they require for their transition to sustainable development

and to secure their {ull cooperation in measures to protect the planet’s future.

Conclusion

We are now in a very real sense trustees of our own future. The direction of the hu-
man future will be largely set in the first decades of this century, for all the evidences of
environmental degradation, social tension, and intercommunal conflict have occurred at
levels of population and human activity that are a great deal less than they will be in the
period ahead. The risks we face in common from the mounting dangers to the environ-
ment, resource base, and life-support systems on which all life on Earth depends, are {ar
greater at this point in human history than the risks we face, or have faced in our conflicts
with each other. A new paradigm of cooperative global governance is the only feasible ba-
sis on which we can manage these risks successfully and realize the immense potential for

progress and fulfillment for the entire human family, which is within our reach. All people



