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Introduction

An informal group of individuals interested in the effectiveness of the international environmental regime met in New York City on June 4-5, 1998, to explore strategies for strengthening global environmental governance. The group, representing government officials, leaders of non-governmental organizations, and members of the business and academic communities, all in their individual capacities, discussed the range of challenges and opportunities in making the international response to environmental challenges more effective and efficient. This paper highlights some of the key ideas which emerged from these discussions, without attempting to present a consensus view of the participants.

Previous and ongoing reform efforts

Efforts to reform the international environmental system are not new, and this group has attempted to build on previous work. A diverse group of international environmental experts gathered in Bellagio, Italy (July 1994) and Coppet, Switzerland (October 1994) under the auspices of the Committee of Permanent Representatives to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) to generate new ideas for the role of UNEP in the post-United Nations Commission on Environment and Development (UNCED) period. Similarly, in 1997, at the nineteenth session of the UNEP Governing Council, ministers of the environment and heads of delegations signed the "Nairobi Declaration" outlining proposals for restructuring UNEP. The Rio+5 meetings in June 1997 further explored the need for a revitalized global environmental regime. The Joint Declaration by the heads of state of Brazil, Germany, Singapore, and South Africa presented at this Special General Assembly on June 23, 1997, called for UNEP reform and for the creation of a "global UN organization for environmental questions."

Most recently, Secretary General Kofi Annan has established a Task Force on Environment and Human Settlements to draft recommendations for change and improvement of the United Nations environmental and human settlements work. This Task Force, chaired by UNEP Executive Director Klaus Töpfer, will report back to the Secretary General in June 1998. This group looks forward to the Task Force report and notes in particular the new opportunities for UNEP brought about by the leadership of Dr. Töpfer.

Problems of the current global environmental governance system

The global environmental governance structure is inadequate for the pollution and resource challenges the world faces today. The current regime, centered in UNEP, is weak and performing poorly. Some of these failings can be attributed to management shortcomings and bureaucratic entanglements, but other aspects of the problem are deeper and more structural. The growing recognition that a number of serious pollution control and resource management issues are inherently transboundary in their scope makes the status quo unacceptable and the need for improved global environmental governance urgent.

Fragmentation is a central weakness of the current environmental regime. Along with UNEP, a number of other UN bodies, including the Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), the International Oceanographic Commission (IOC), the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO); treaty structures and secretariats, including among others the Climate Change Convention, Biodiversity Convention, Basel Convention, Convention to Combat Desertification, and Montreal Protocol; and Bretton Woods entities, including the World Bank, the regional multilateral development banks, and the World Trade Organization (WTO) share aspects of the global environmental management mandate. This fragmentation of responsibilities, funding, priorities, roles, actors, and geographic locales leads to responses that are less coherent, effective, and systematic than needed. Further hampering efforts is the lack of coordination within governments, especially between environment ministries and other departments. Turf battles and staff inadequacies at the national and intergovernmental levels drain resources. Many reports and proclamations plead for coordination, but the multiplicity of actors makes systematic analysis of risks across problems and regions impossible. Budget priorities, if set at all, are ignored.

The current global environmental governance structure is dated and needs to be restructured. In particular, the world has changed considerably since 1972 when UNEP was created. We face today a multiplicity of threats to the "global commons" and inherently global environmental challenges, including depletion of the ozone layer, climate change, and the collapse of fisheries in many parts of the world. Improved science, moreover, demonstrates that the range of transboundary pollution spillovers and international shared resource challenges (from airborne mercury to disrupted hydrological systems) is greater than we previously understood. Theory teaches that governments will not respond optimally to environmental problems that cross jurisdictional boundaries, and practice suggests that they might not address them at all. On the positive side, the revolution in information technologies makes policy coordination across the world easier than a generation ago.

The organizations on which we depend, especially UNEP, have narrow mandates, small budgets, and limited support. No one organization has the authority or political strength to serve as the center of gravity for international environmental efforts. Nor does any organization have the mission or resources to respond to global environmental externalities and to establish norms for behavior in international environmental relations.

The effort to put Nairobi at the center of the global response to environmental challenges has proven to be difficult. The future success of international environmental programs requires a leading organization that can support the expanded importance and complexity of these activities. While physical distances are not as important as they once were much of the work of the global environmental regime can be done through "virtual connections" successful global environmental governance requires an organization located in a city that offers: access to modern transportation, proximity to other UN entities, political stability, modern and cost-competitive telecommunications, a locale that is attractive as a long-term home to first-rate staff, minimal corruption, and a host country that is committed to the success of the enterprise.

A new vision for global environmental governance

Consistent with the joint declaration of Brazil, Germany, Singapore, and South Africa at the "Rio + 5" meeting in New York in 1997, we urge the creation of a "global UN organization for environmental questions," consolidating, streamlining, and strengthening existing elements of UN systems devoted to the environment. With a revitalized UNEP as one of its main pillars, this organization should integrate the existing fragmented elements of the international environmental regime and provide an authoritative voice for environmental issues at the global scale. With a single, coordinated international environmental structure, risks across problems could be compared, budgets rationalized, priorities intelligently set, and programs systematically implemented.

Functions of a global environmental organization

To respond to pressing global-scale problems, a global environmental organization should have capacity to:

- gather data and monitor environmental indicators (publish periodic reports on the state of the global environment);

- provide an early warning system to forecast and identify environmental disasters and societies at risk;

- promote information and technology exchange (in the richer form often called "knowledge networking") taking advantage of the opportunity to achieve economies of scale in the technical, scientific, and analytic functions necessary for good environmental policymaking;

- serve as a catalytic force to focus the world community on emerging global-scale pollution and resource management issues;

- act as a convening authority to coordinate global responses to environmental challenges (engaging not only governments but also civil society at large including business and non-governmental organizations interested in environmental issues);

- offer a forum for dispute resolution;

- establish policy guidelines to promote global responses to environmental challenges;

In the short-term, greater institutional coordination on environmental issues might be achieved through a UN "Development and Environment" Group, chaired jointly by the heads of UNEP, UNDP, and the World Bank. This Group, with a small and focused secretariat, would optimize the opportunities for leveraging the inevitably limited resources available for environmental programs.

Attributes of the global environmental organization

We believe that the global environmental organization should possess the following attributes:

- credibility within the business community, among environmental groups and other NGOs, and more broadly within the UN system;

- analytic rigor and a commitment to sound science;

- a first-rate staff capable of convening experts from around the world;

- adequate and predictable resources to respond to the challenges given to the organization (which does not necessarily mean more resources but rather more efficient spending of those that are currently available);

- modern management (including a commitment to performance standards and reviews);

- oversight by parliamentarians from around the world (perhaps initially from GLOBE - the international environmental legislators group);

- transparency (commitment to holding most meetings in public; the release of most documents, including ex ante reporting of budgets, plans, and programs on a timely basis; and creating opportunities for non-governmental organizations to submit information and position statements on issues under discussion);

The new global environmental organization should be designed to streamline and improve the efficiency of the international response to transboundary pollution problems and shared resource management issues. There exists a wide discrepancy between the funds spent to address environmental problems at the local, state/provincial, and national levels, on the one hand, and at the global level, on the other. Countries spend as little as 1/100th or even 1/1000th of their environmental budgets on global and transboundary issues, which amounts to a "beggar thy neighbor" mentality in practice if not by intent. The current resource flow needs to be redirected to high value-added activities. Redeploying resources will, of necessity, require disinvestment in certain projects currently undertaken by UNEP and others. The new global environmental organization should not be a project agency. On-the-ground environmental and development projects should be left to UNDP and other agencies. The first priority must be to focus resources on global challenges (in contrast with issues that can be effectively dealt with at the national level) and on the opportunities to facilitate information flows in response to environmental issues in ways that improve the efficiency of national environmental policymaking.

A possible structure for a new global environmental governance system

Structuring a global environmental regime to meet the functions and attributes elaborated above is a difficult proposition, one that this group feels will require a substantial reorganization of the existing system over time. We ultimately envision a three-level structure, or "triple umbrella," integrating various international environmental bodies with differing degrees of intensity—control, coordination, consultation. The core function of the new organization should be to fashion a coherent and effective international response to inherently global issues, e.g., those affecting the atmosphere and the oceans. At the center of this entity, we recommend that the organizations responsible for the global commons—UNEP, WMO, the International Oceanographic Commission (IOC) and International Hydrological Programme (IHP) of UNESCO—be merged. The organization's second level would be integrated on the principle of coordination, with a softer degree of control, creating substantive synergies and economies of scale without compromising the legal character and independence of the Conferences of the Parties. It would encompass the secretariats to the multilateral environmental agreements. The global environmental organization would serve as a coordinating body for these entities and seek to streamline their operations and improve their effectiveness through a measure of centralized budget, staffing, resource rationalization, and issue prioritization. The third level would involve no direct control but strong and permanent consultation links with other international bodies that have environmental responsibilities including the CSD, UNDP, FAO, WHO, and UNESCO. A further set of consultative relationships would be established with multilateral economic and development agencies, including the World Bank, regional development banks, and the WTO, as well as with non-governmental organizations working in the field of environment.

Barriers to and conditions for success

Success in advancing the process of restructuring the global environmental regime depends on political support for change and for effective environmental action at the global scale. Each national government will ask: what's in it for me? Given the rising public aspirations for better environmental quality and demands on local and national budgets, international collaboration provides a mechanism to extend the reach and efficacy of environmental spending.

The new organization should be structured to take advantage of the fact that the environmental investments of the private sector are six times greater than those of governments and intergovernmental bodies. Working with national governments to secure private capital flows for environmental infrastructure and to ensure that all projects (roads, bridges, dams, factories, power plants, etc.) incorporate appropriate environmental controls provides a low-cost but potentially very significant point of leverage for the new organization. Making the business community an active and innovative partner in the effort to promote environmental technology development and dissemination should thus be a priority.

Parallel to the issue of how individual countries benefit is the need to tailor the mandate of the new global environmental organization to allay fears that it will compromise national sovereignty. Moreover, some environmental problems are inherently international in scope - with emissions and resulting damage spilling across political boundaries without regard to the pollutants' origin - making a system of pure national sovereignty on environmental matters insufficient. Ecological interdependence is a fact. Cooperation to meet shared challenges - from preserving freshwater resources to limiting the harmful effects of greenhouse gasses - is critical. The only choice is whether this collaboration occurs explicitly, within the context of a structured program of global environmental governance, or implicitly, without systematic attention and focus.

One of the reasons that many traditionally powerful states may find the prospect of a global environmental organization threatening is that it raises the specter of voting procedures that seem inappropriate. The new environmental regime should be based on decision-making rules that facilitate North-South cooperation, such as the "double majority" voting mechanism of the Multilateral Fund of the Montreal Protocol.

Special safeguards are also necessary to ensure that the perceived tension between development goals and environmental aims is minimized. The principle of shared and differentiated responsibilities should be at the center of efforts to adjudicate a fair balance of rights and responsibilities with regard to environmental issues at the global scale.

Strengthening the international environmental regime will require energy and momentum. Collectively, governments can move towards optimal policies in a way that no government would dare move alone. An opportunity for establishing this kind of drive will be the upcoming turn of the millennium. The UN Millennium Assembly in the year 2000 can be used as a focal point for efforts to revitalize global environmental governance. In addition, successful implementation of a new global environmental management system will require political champions - both nations and individual leaders willing to step out in front of the pack.

Short-term steps can contribute to the longer term process of environmental governance reform. In particular, the Secretary General's Task Force on Environment and Human Settlements can be seen as the beginning of this process. It might also be useful for the Secretary General to establish, or to recommend that the forthcoming General Assembly establish, a commission to elaborate a proposal for a broader program of international environmental management reform, including the prospects for establishing a global environmental organization, to be advanced at the Millennium Assembly.

Conclusion

The case for a strong and comprehensive global environmental organization is overwhelming in the context of shared resource management and transboundary pollution spillovers. An international environmental regime can limit self-serving, environmentally destructive behavior and ensure that all nations and relevant actors participate in a unified global program of policy collaboration and implementation. The current fragmented environmental governance system is limited and weak. A new global environmental organization provides the best hope for establishing a regime of global cooperation and the most efficient way of coordinating the programs of collective action required to respond to the panoply of global environmental threats the world now faces. To hold the planet itself hostage to bureaucratic turf battles is irresponsible and can only erode the credibility of those organizations from which the world community expects more effective, honorable, and visionary action.
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