November 1998 Invitation of the Global Environmental Governance Dialogue

  

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. The current international environmental regime, centered in the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), cannot respond to these problems in an efficient and effective manner. Some of the 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. 

As individuals concerned about the ability of the international system to efficiently respond to challenges that ecological interdependence poses, we support reform of the current regime and propose that a new global organization for environmental issues be established, to consolidate, streamline, and strengthen existing international environmental institutions. With a revitalized UNEP as one of its main pillars, this organization should systematically 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 implemented successfully. 

Through this Invitation we would like to initiate a Global Environmental Governance Dialogue and invite responses from everyone concerned with these issues. 

Ongoing Reform Efforts 

Efforts to reform the international environmental system are not new and this Global Environmental Governance Dialogue attempts to build on previous experience and ideas. Recognition of the problems the current regime faces and of the need for action is growing. A group of international environmental experts gathered in Bellagio, Italy and Coppet, Switzerland in 1994 under the auspices of the Committee of Permanent Representatives to UNEP to generate new ideas for the role of UNEP in the post-United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) period. The Rio+5 meetings in June 1997 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 the creation of a "global UN organization for environmental questions." Most recently, President of France, Jacque Chirac, in his speech at the Congress of the World Conservation Union (IUCN) on November 3, 1998, recognized the need for a "World Authority" as an "impartial and indisputable global center for the evaluation of our environment." 

In early 1998, Secretary-General Kofi Annan 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, recently generated a series of recommendations for a strengthened UNEP and a more efficient international environmental regime. However, many observers see the effort as not going far enough. 

In view of these developments and the pressing need for an adequate response to global environmental challenges, we urge the creation of a new international structure to respond to global environmental problems in a context of sustainable development. 

The Need for a Global Environment Organization 

The current international environmental regime is outdated and needs to be replaced. The world has changed considerably since 1972 when UNEP was created. Economic interdependence is now a universally accepted reality shaping the national policies of sovereign states. Ecological interdependence is increasingly being realized as environmental problems transcend borders and span the globe. Yet, currently there does not exist any international forum where environmental concerns can be voiced and disputes resolved. 

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. The lack of coordination within governments, especially between environment ministries and other departments, further hampers efforts. Turf battles and staff inadequacies at the national and intergovernmental levels drain resources. 

Governments often lack the capability and incentives to respond to problems of global scale, and by doing so externalize costs onto neighboring states and the international system as a whole. This free-rider problem results in a race towards the bottom in environmental standards, a race in which each state is ultimately the loser. To avoid this, states have entered numerous multilateral agreements and created a plethora of international organizations in an attempt to ensure efficient cooperation. The international regime, however, has not lived up to expectations. The institutions, designed to address the problems of their times, are now outdated and inadequate. Their mandates need to be clear and the policy instruments at their disposal adequate for responding to the scale of the problem. 

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;

Initiating a Global Environmental Governance Dialogue 

To develop an appropriate global environment organization that is responsive to the diverse needs of the world community in the context of sustainable and equitable development, many issues need to be addressed. Among the challenges are the following: 

I. What sort of organization should be created? Who should participate?

Structuring a global environment organization to meet the functions elaborated above is a difficult proposition and one that this group feels will require a substantial input. The group recognizes at least two alternatives, (1) a purely intergovernmental organization, or (2) a multilayer/multiactor structure. Attributes of the global environment organization would ultimately be a function of the selected structure. 
 

II. What models could be drawn upon? Are there existing global governance structures that work?

Constructing a system of management for a global environment organization will require drawing upon a range of existing institutional models. The group recognizes the need to analyze not only intergovernmental organizations but also corporate and non-governmental management structures. 
 

III. How should participation in a new organization be structured to ensure an equitable and efficient decision process? How could the institutional framework be made accessible to all countries? 

Ensuring accountability, equity in decision making, and transparency of a global environment organization is crucial to its efficiency and credibility.

IV. Who will (and should) pay for global-scale environmental protection? Who will pay for the institutional structure that is needed? What is "fair" in the way of burden sharing? 

Securing adequate and predictable resources will be vital to the operation of a global environment organization. The group recognizes the need for better utilization of available resources as well as for finding new avenues of funding.  Resources must be allocated between administration and development programs.  

V. Should a global environmental organization have the capacity to address local problems? How can the organization reconcile the role of a non-project agency with the demand for delivering services at the local level?

Achieving technological economies of scale will be crucial to the organization’s capacity as a technology, data, and information clearing house. A global environmental organization will thus be able to ensure knowledge networking at all levels and coordinate responses to transboundary environmental challenges.

VI. What mechanisms of coordination are necessary to ensure that environment and development policies are integrated? How can the mandates of a global environmental organization and the UNDP be aligned to achieve sustainable development?

Ensuring coordination between the global environmental organization and the international development agency, UNDP, will be indispensable to achieving economic growth without causing environmental harm. A mechanism for integrating environmental and economic policies needs to be devised. 
 

VII. What is the optimal path forward? Incremental and evolutionary change or a more dramatic overhaul? 

Establishing a global environment organization will require the elaboration of an action program. The group identified three possible approaches, (1) an incremental, low-profile approach, (2) a radical frontal attack, and (3) a combination of the two.  

VIII. Is the Millennium General Assembly in the year 2000 a suitable opportunity to target for the launch of a global environmental organization?
Recent transition in the leadership of several critical international bodies makes this an especially opportune time to explore possibilities for refining and realigning the international environmental policy regime. The Millenium General Assembly may provide a forum for advancing new ideas at the global level.

The issues presented in this paper are meant simply to initiate the dialogue. Many aspects of the global environmental management system have not been raised but may be important. Your comments, questions and thoughts on these issues and any others are welcome. 

Strengthening the global-scale response to environmental challenges will not be easy. The underlying problems are diverse and complicated. The coordination problems across the world’s two hundred nation states as well as within each country are significant. Success will likely require an extraordinary mix of political pragmatism and idealism. But we believe the goal is important and worth the effort. We hope you will take up this invitation to join the effort to establish a more secure environmental future.

