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Background

Thirty-two international environmental governance and development experts from fifteen nations took part in the inaugural meeting of the Global Environmental Mechanism (GEM) Policy Action Group on April 17-18, 2002 in New York.  Meeting participants acted in their individual capacities rather than as official representatives of their respective organizations.
The meeting commenced with a dinner on the evening of the 17th where the hosts from Yale Center for Environmental Law and Policy, State of the World Forum/Commission on Globalization, and Globus Institute for Globalization and Sustainability provided background on the history and purpose of the GEM Policy Action Group.  Tom Spencer, Commissioner of the Commission on Globalization, described the GEM Policy Action Group as one of the eight policy action groups of the Commission on Globalization, whose purpose is to bring differing perspectives together to advance the debate about globalization and to find creative ways for affecting intergovernmental processes.  In other words, the aim of the Commission is to turn “conversations that matter into actions that make a difference.” 
Maria Ivanova, also a Commissioner, provided context for the GEM Policy Action Group in terms of its outgrowth from the work performed by the Yale Global Environmental Governance Project.  She discussed the five years of global environmental governance dialogues organized by the Project and the involvement of over 70 academicians and practitioners from over 30 countries within them.  Ivanova characterized the GEM Policy Action Group as an opportunity to move from conversation to action. 
Global Environmental Governance: Present Challenges and Ideas for Reform
The dialogue on the 18th began with an appraisal of the current global environmental governance system.  Meeting participants discussed the shortcomings of the current system as well as desired components of a strengthened system.  Areas identified as key weaknesses within current global environmental governance include the following: deficiencies with regard to consistent quantitative data on environmental conditions; the impacts of national sovereignty and other limitations associated with domestic governance; and the lack of shared norms about sustainable development and environmental governance at the international level (e.g., the often cited divide between Northern and Southern perspectives).
The group identified a number of features that would characterize a strengthened global environmental governance system.  The general principles of greater transparency, legitimacy, and accountability were stressed as was the idea of common but differentiated responsibility among nations of varying economic strength.  Participants advocate a system characterized by global environmental norms and mechanisms for the transfer of technology and financial resources.  Specific components suggested include a space to facilitate multi-lateral negotiations and bargaining amongst issues (e.g., debt for nature swaps) and an international dispute resolution function.  The envisioned governance system would incorporate enhanced, meaningful multi-stakeholder participation and a recognition of the connections between poverty alleviation and environmental protection.

GEM Policy Action Group Analytical and Strategic Agenda

Following the initial sessions, the group moved toward refining an analytical and strategic agenda for its work in the near term.  Centralizing existing global environmental governance institutions (e.g., establishing one physical campus for multi-lateral environmental agreement (MEA) secretariats) and encouraging innovative governance approaches (e.g., Type II public-private partnerships) were two of the specific reform topics underscored by the group.  Participants volunteered to write policy briefs on these and other key issue areas.

The priority topics put on the table can be organized within four broad threads or streams of options for global environmental governance reform.  The four streams are 1) Improvement of the collection and dissemination of environmental information; 2) Strengthening of environmental technology transfer between the North and South and throughout the world; 3) Establishment of new financing sources and mechanisms to fund sustainable development and environmental protection projects throughout the world; and 4) Creation of an international forum – physical and/or virtual – to serve as a space for global environmental norm-setting and negotiations. 

In working on these four potential streams of reform, the group must devote a good deal of energy to building a constituency for the notion of strengthened global environmental governance.  Many government decision-makers and others are wary of a more powerful global environmental policy community.  The GEM Policy Action Group needs to make the case for reform using arguments relating to the dramatic changes in the world since formation of the existing system and the importance of institutional behavior over lack of scientific answers in the perpetuation of many environmental problems.  Group members must dialogue with influential decision-makers and connect with others doing similar work, such as the recently formed African working group on environmental governance.

GEM Policy Action Group Plan of Action

In the final session, the group focused on outlining a plan of action for the next few months as well as one for the next few years.  In the next few months, the group will plan for a side event at Johannesburg to be held in conjunction with GEM Policy Action Group partners and/or the Commission on Globalization.  For Johannesburg, participants agreed that they should identify a specific project around which the group can reach “rough consensus” and be ready to communicate a clear, concrete message.  Because they are likely to be the most readily accepted, launching of the information or technology reform initiatives may represent the most feasible starting point for the group.  Coordination of the Johannesburg event will take place through email and via phone conference with group members perhaps gathering together within regions.

The outcomes of Johannesburg will do much to shape the long-term agenda of the group.  At this point, participants envision the group continuing to work on the four streams of reform as well as on some related analytical threads.  Issue areas for future consideration include the effects of globalization and the events of September 11, 2001 on the global environmental governance agenda and the relationship between sustainable development and global environmental governance.
