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Note to the Reader from the UNU

The United Nations University’s programme on Human Dimensions of
Global Change recognizes that environmental changes have reached new
levels of global complexity and that a need exists to cope more comprehen-
sively with the human interactions that are helping to shape these changes.
The objectives of the programme are: (1) to increase awareness of the com-
plex dynamics governing human interaction with the Earth as a whole sys-
tem; (2) to strengthen efforts to anticipate social change affecting the global
environment; (3) to analyse policy options for dealing with global environ-
mental change; and (4) to identify broad social strategies to prevent or miti-
gate undesirable impacts of global environmental change.

As part of this programme, the UNU'’s project on International Law and
Global Change was undertaken to help further the development and ap-
plication of international law in a changing global environment. The main
objectives of the project are to assess the impact of environmental changes
on international law, make proposals on how existing legal norms may be
adapted to the changing conditions and what new ones are needed, as well
as develop and analyse different possible scenarios and their likely impact.

This book addresses issues relating to the changing role of international
law and includes topics such as the emerging principles of prevention and
mitigation, the implementation of environmental law and the third world,
risk assessment, international organizational restructuring, state responsi-
bilities, and quality. Particular focus is given to the need to anticipate
approaches to international law for the prevention of environmental harm
and the role scientific information can play in establishing cross-national
agreements.



This book is dedicated to the memory of
Edward Ploman

Edward Ploman, known to colleagues and
friends as Eddi, served as the Vice-Rector of
the Global Learning Division of the United
Nations University from 1982 to 1986. He was
keenly interested in global environmental issues
and in the role that international law could
play. At the time of his death, he was a mem-
ber of the group contributing to this book. The
draft of his contribution to the book is con-
tained in appendix A.
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Global environmental change and
international law: The introductory
framework

Edith Brown Weiss

International law has been based on the relationship between inde-
pendent states that exercise exclusive national sovereignty over their
territories. Global change is altering this vision by causing states to
realize that they are locked together in sharing the use of a common
global environment. While human activities have always contributed
to environmental change, it is only within the last half of this century
that their effects have become global and serious, and in many cases
irreversible. This has led to a growing awareness that the interests of
humankind must constrain the interests of individual states. More-
over, actors other than states have become essential to managing
global environmental change. These developments are leading to a
fundamental shift in the paradigm of international law that is evolv-
ing in the international environmental field. This book examines
some of the ways in which international environmental law is re-
sponding to global environmental change and suggests new directions
for the field.

I. Trends in global environmental change

Concern among primarily industrialized countries about the serious
risk of environmental harm to countries around the world motivated

The author thanks Steven Porter for his assistance, particularly with the chapter summaries.



