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The Wo rld Summ it on Sustai n able De v e l opme nt, to be held in Johannes b urg from Aug. 26

th ro u gh Se p t. 4, 2002, will be diffe re nt from the pre vio us Un ited Nations confe re n ces on

the envi ron me nt. Its main busi ness will not be to set new goals, but rather to try to fi n d

ways to make visible pro g ress to ward all the goals set by si m ilar meeti n gs in the past.

A dis q u ieting question awaits the th o usands of pol iticians and envi ron me ntal activists wh o

will gather at Johannes b urg. The earl ier meeti n gs in th is se ries — particu larly at Sto ckh olm in

1972 and Rio de Janei ro in 1992 — we re buoyed on wa v es of high as p i rations. The re was a gen-

e ral ass um p tion that the vario us declarations and man ifestoes, on ce sta m ped with the seal of the

Un ited Nations, would gene rate a moral mome ntum that would so mehow co m pel the worl d ’s gov-

e rn me nts to carry them out.

As it has turned out, the actu al res u lts of these confe re n ces have been disapp o i nti n gly th i n .

That is the question bef o re the Johannes b urg confe re n ce on sustai n able developme nt: is the U.N.

e nvi ron me ntal pro cess capable of pro ducing se rio us and sustai ned res u lts? The Un ited Nation s

p ro cess for drafting and ne g otiating inte rn ation al envi ron me ntal treaties has developed in a way

that pro ceeds by con se n s us rather than by divisive up-or-down votes. Mai ntaining con se n s us in

an organ ization with 189 me m be rs gene rates great press ure to paper over difficu lt iss u es and set

aside awkward details. It creates a strong ince ntive, in particu lar, not to insist on ri g o ro us pro ce-

dures for verification and enf o rce me nt. The U.N. envi ron me ntal tr a d ition is based on a be l ief that

it is better to agree on a loose ly word ed te x t and trust to govern me nts’ good faith than to press

for t i ght legal language that risks si n king the w h ole ente rp rise .

One abiding real ity of world envi ron me ntal pol itics is the deep sus p icion a m ong develop i n g

co u ntries that these agree me nts are me re ly devices to supp ress their econ o m ic gro w th, enginee red

by the rich co u ntries to pre v e nt the eme rg e n ce of c o m petito rs. In re peated atte m p ts to a l lay th is

s us p icion, the rich co u ntries have made large pro m ises to help the poor ones in many ways. Bu t

with little in the way of enf o rce me nt, many of the pro m ises have re mai ned unfu lfi l l ed. That, in

turn, has rei nf o rced the sus p icions of the poor and their incl i n ation not to co ope rate .

Conversations about Sustainable Development

The p h rase “sustai n able developme nt” has an instructive histo r y. It ori g i n al ly was used to mean

si m ply that the prese nt gene ration has an ob l i gation not to use reso urces in ways that would de-

g rade the liv es of its des ce n dants. But that hit a ne rve, si n ce one ob vio us way to save reso urces

is to slow the industrial ization of developing co u ntries. An other is to reduce the curre nt con-

s um p tion levels of rich co u ntries. The arch itects of sustai n able developme nt immed iate ly agreed

that the te rm had to inco rp o rate econ o m ic gro w th. If it inco rp o rated econ o m ic gro w th, sustai n-

able developme nt al so had to mean impro ving education and health. It had to include access for

poor co u ntries’ exports in rich co u ntries’ mark ets. It had to mean aid to the poor co u ntries, both

fi n an cial and techn ical .

As th is con v e rsation we nt on, the defi n ition of sustai n able developme nt came to cover the

wh ole agenda for worl dwide so cial equity. It was co d ified in a book - l e n gth docume nt, Ag e n da 21 ,

and adop ted with great appla use at the U.N.’s Confe re n ce on Envi ron me nt and De v e l opme nt

( UN CED) in Rio de Janei ro 10 years ago..Th is summ e r’s Johannes b urg meeting is so met i mes

cal l ed Rio + 1 0 .
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In pre paration for the Johannes b urg meeting, the U.N.’s secretary gene ral, Kofi Ann an, sub-

m itted a re p o r t in Dece m ber 2001 taking sto ck of developme nts under Ag e n da 21 .

“ . .. [ P ] ro g ress towards the goals established at UNCED have been slower than anticipated, and in some

respects conditions are actually worse than they were 10 years ago,” the re p o rt said.

“Second, no major changes have occurred since UNCED in the unsustainable patterns of consumption

and production which are putting the natural life-support system at peril...

“ T h i rd, there is a lack of mutually coherent policies or approaches in the areas of finance, trade, in -

vestment, technology and sustainable development...

“ F o u rth, the financial re s o u rces re q u i red for implementing Agenda 21 have not been forthcoming and

mechanisms for the transfer of technology have not impro v e d . ”

One reason for non pe rf o rman ce under Ag e n da 21 and si m ilar agree me nts is that U.N. envi-

ron me ntal meeti n gs tend to be atte n d ed by the res pective govern me nts’ ministe rs of the env i ron-

me nt wh o, in the co m pany of ki n dred spirits, make am b itio us declarations that they then carry

h o me and turn over to the fi n an ce minist e rs, on wh ose desks they gather dust.

In an attempt to address th is resistan ce direc t ly, the U.N. cal l ed a meeting in March 2002 in

M onte rre y, Mexico, atte n d ed by fi n an ce ministe rs and heads of state, to dis cuss developme nt ai d.

Presi d e nt Bush atte n d ed, deliv e ring a notable address in wh ich he said that the Un ited States

would increase developme nt assistan ce by half over the ne xt th ree years, an increase of $5 bil-

l ion a year from the curre nt level. That would be a high ly si gn ificant jump in Ame rican ai d. Bu t

the total would still be less than one- f o urth the UN ’s lon gstanding goal of 0.7% of GNP.

De v e l opme nt assistan ce wor l dwide is small co m pared to private inv est me nt, Mr. Bush ob-

se rv ed, and inv est me nt is small co m pared to the fl o ws of trade. “So to be se rio us about f i ghti n g

p o v e r ty,” the Presi d e nt said, “we must be se rio us about tra d e . ”

Like Ag e n da 21, the Bush administration is, in pr i n ci ple, stron gly in favor of open mark ets. Bu t

its rece nt restrictions on steel imports we re a harsh s i gn al that its tol e ran ce for pol itical ly pai nfu l

i m p o rts is low. Even more rece nt ly, a large bipartisan maj o rity in Con g ress passed a huge expan-

sion of agricu ltural subsi d ies, wh ich will depress prices for farme rs in unprotected co u ntries .

The Ame rican enthusiasm for farm subsi d ies is exceed ed only in the European Un ion, wh ich

is now trying to find a way to recon cile admission of Easte rn European co u ntries with the prese r-

vation of its aggressiv e ly protection ist agricu ltural ru l es. On th is subject, 10 years ago, Ag e n da

21 cal l ed it “esse ntial” that the re be “substantial and pro g ressive reduction in the supp o r t an d

p rotection of agricu lture — co v e ring inte rn al re g i mes, mark et access and export subsi d ies. . . i n

o rder to avoid infl icting large losses on the more efficie nt pr o duce rs, es pecia l ly in develop i n g

co u ntries . ”

During the past year, a se ries of meet i n gs has been under way to pre pare for the Johannes b urg

confe re n ce, and these ne g otiations pro vide a pretty cl ear indication of the iss u es that are going

to be most difficu lt. They are not the iss u es that the rich co u ntries gene ral ly con sider envi ron-

me ntal, but rather fi n an ce and tra d e — fi n an cing for developme nt, and trade ru l es that be nefit the

poor co u ntries’ pro ducts as great ly as the rich co u ntries’ .

W hen the Johannes b urg Summ it conv e nes, most of the atte ntion and ne ws co v e rage in the rich

co u ntries is likely to be focused on the te n sions between the Un ited States and Europe. The Eu-
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ropeans gene ral ly supp o r t the UN envi ron me ntal treaties, often with great enthusiasm, and the

Un ited States fre q u e nt ly does not. (If the Kyoto Proto col on cl i mate change goes into force late r

th is year, as its supp o rte rs hope, it will be the fourth gl obal env i ron me ntal treaty si n ce 1992 to

take effect without the partici pation of the Un ited States. The othe rs are the conv e ntions on the

law of the sea, on the prese rvation of bio d iv e rsity, and on dumping toxic wastes in develop i n g

co u ntries . )

These tran s - At lantic te n sions spring from deep diffe re n ces in legal stan dards and ideas of so v-

e rei gnty and they are important. Bu t, for the fu ture of the worl d ’s envi ron me ntal re g i me, they are

u nl i k e ly to be as important as the gro wing cyn icism and se n se of grie van ce am ong the poor co u n-

tries, gene rated by the Un ited Nation s’ patte rn of calling huge confe re n ces at wh ich it mak es

s weeping pro m ises that, after every one goes home, are ta cit ly aban d oned.

UN envi ron me ntal pol itics has two si d es, a spirit of high ideal ism but a reco rd of unfu lfil l ed

pl ed g es and agree me nts weak on enf o rce me nt. Ag e n da 21 refl ects both si d es. As t i me goes on ,

the la ck of fol l o w- th ro u gh is al ie n ating th ose parts of the world in wh ich fiv e- si x ths of its pop u-

lation live. Johannes b urg is the pl a ce whe re the Un ited Nations will ask its me m ber govern me nts

whether they want to do anything about that.
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