“Virtual” Policy Networks in a Strengthened International Environmental Regime

Introduction

In previous sessions of the Global Environmental Governance (GEG) dialogue, participants acknowledged that existing environmental institutions are ill-equipped for the increasingly globalized world and its growing socioeconomic integration.  A strengthened international environmental regime requires greater coordination and transparency and broader participation.

As public policy is increasingly influenced by global developments, formal policy making institutions such as national legislatures, government agencies, and multilateral institutions, often lack the capacity to acquire and use crucial information needed to formulate effective policy.
  To this end, the inclusion in the environmental policy making process of a broad range of stakeholders is vital to its effectiveness.  Participation is therefore a critical attribute of a strengthened global environmental regime and the one that presents a particular challenge as environmental stakeholders cover a wide range, both geographically and sectorally.

The existing mechanisms for participation are however insufficient and creative institutional arrangements are needed that connect governments, international organizations, civil society, and the corporate sector.
  This paper explores global public policy networks as an example of such arrangements as well as the use of the Internet for advancing the environmental agenda at a global scale.  It also assesses the common goals/functions and potential synergistic relationships among policy networks, the Internet, and a strengthened international environmental regime.   

Policy Networks

Policy networks are “relatively stable sets of private and public organizations that negotiate in a horizontal, coordinating manner.”
  Actors converge around various policy problems and interact through the sharing of information, expertise, and political support.  The types of networks that form depend on the balance of political power and resources between private and public actors.  Trisectoral networks form when states, international organizations, civil society and the private sector enter arrangements in which they collaborate to achieve what none of the actors is able to attain single-handedly.

The five key functions of global public policy networks include
:

· Raising global consciousness: Placing new issues on the global agenda and/or increasing the prominence of issues that are already on the global agenda

· Facilitating the negotiation and establishment of global standards: The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)—a network connecting environmental NGOs, private firms, governments, and professional associations—is helping to develop uniform standards for assessing the environmental impact of private corporations 

· Gathering and disseminating knowledge: Increasing efficiency and efficacy and avoiding duplication (Roll Back Malaria Initiative (RBM), WHO)

· Creating new markets or extending existing ones (commercial dimension)

· Serving as innovative implementation mechanisms for traditional intergovernmental treaties.  E.g., The Global Environment Facility (GEF)
Global public policy networks enable both states and international organizations to better meet their responsibilities in a changing global environment.
  They contribute to an improved policymaking process, which closes “the participatory gap.” Compared to traditional institutions acting alone, these networks produce sounder standards, better information, and more complete markets.
  Thus, public policy networks effectively complement, rather than displace, traditional public institutions.  

Global public policy networks are not new to the environmental domain but have become more prominent in recent years.  Transnational environmental policy communities are growing in response to spillovers from increased trade and international finance.  However, due to the relatively insignificant participation by autonomous international institutions and politicians, such communities form rather “loose couplings.”
   Nevertheless, in light of the functions served and products generated, it is expected that these networks will play a significant role in a strengthened international environmental regime.

Uses of Internet for Environment and Development 

Internet has effectively removed the constraints imposed by geographical distance and facilitated access to a great amount of information for people around the globe.
  Recognizing the wide and growing reach of the World Wide Web, an increasing number of groups is turning to it to serve their social, political, and financial needs.  

There are a number of functions that the Internet can serve in the environment and development realm.  Some of these are outlined below accompanied by at least one currently operational example. 

· A forum for debates, information and expertise sharing through discussion groups

· Sustainable Development (SD) Webworks, an initiative of the Sustainable Development Communications Network (SDCN), is an on-line community sharing knowledge about using Internet more effectively for sustainable development.  Subscribers share their strategies for dealing with the challenges of communicating sustainable development using the Internet.  The site also posts articles, links, and case studies. 



http://sdgateway.net/webworks/default.htm
· The Development Forum, an electronic venue hosted by the World Bank, is intended to foster increased dialogue and knowledge sharing on development issues, recognizing that “knowledge and information are vital tools of sustainable development.”  Moderated discussions are open to the public, with specified ground rules, and with a particular emphasis on reaching out to, and learning from the experiences of, institutions in developing countries.  http://www.worldbank.org/devforum/about.html
· A tool to maintain communications and momentum between meetings/conferences through discussion groups and listserves

· The Future 500 Discussion Group is an exploration of practical topics in business, ecology, industrial ecology, advanced resource productivity, and other aspects of the new economy.  It is designed to “hold on to some of the excitement and momentum initiated by discussions” at Future 500 conferences and study groups and to further develop the ideas and tools than can help business profit sustainably. 

http://igc.topica.com/lists/future-500
· A mechanism for ensuring transparency and inclusion through informing the public and providing a venue for their input to public policy.  

· E-consultation for the UK Government’s forthcoming White Paper on International Development is described as a “unique opportunity - an opportunity not just to inform UK Government policy but also influence other governments and international policy makers.”  This six-week consultation explores how information communications technologies (ICTs) and knowledge should be incorporated into the White Paper.  Individuals may participate in this consultation by subscribing to any or all of the 5 key topic discussion (electronic mailing) lists.  All of the discussions will be concurrently live and will progress in phases, focusing initially on agenda-setting and issue-spotting, secondly on case studies, and, finally, on the specific strategies and actions that a donor agency and its Government could put in place.  http://www.oneworld.net/consultation/dfid/
· A mechanism for spreading activism through raising awareness, soliciting petition signatures, fundraising

· The Three Gorges Action Coalition consists of human rights and environmental groups working to halt the flow of foreign capital to the dam.  Their website provides information on the dam, the impact, and the financiers.  It also calls for the international community to “Take Action” by signing a petition, which voices objections to the project.  With the click of a button, activists may send the petition to up to four Wall Street investment firms. 

http://www.floodwallstreet.org/home.html
· The Rain Forest Site demonstrates a particularly innovative approach that capitalizes on the advertising power of the Internet.  In addition to reading about rainforests, visitors to this site can click on a button to “Donate Land – Free.”  The land donations are paid for by sponsors who, in return, benefit from advertising on the site and improved public relations.  Each sponsor contributes 2.4 square feet of land per donation, and visitors can make one donation every day.  The donations are used primarily to purchase land with a portion used to finance ongoing management activities, protection and education programs.  The Rainforest Site also provides a link to the Hunger Site, which, using the same approach, allows visitors to “Donate free food”.  Both sites also solicit petition signatures.  http://www.therainforestsite.com/cgi-bin/WebObjects/RainforestSite.woa/24
The functions that the Internet can serve and the functions that policy networks should serve overlap to a great extent.  To be most effective, policy networks face the challenge of disseminating information to and gathering information from a wide range of stakeholders without incurring undue delays in the policymaking process.  The Internet, with its high speed and broad reach, may be the ideal facilitator to policy networks.  However, the Internet cannot be accepted as a panacea; a number of obstacles and caveats exist which need to be addressed to ensure the effective use of Internet in the global policy making process.

Obstacles and Caveats to the use of the Internet for Policy Networks

The Internet provides a powerful tool for communication but also poses a number of constraints, including vulnerability to special interests and subsequent possibility for the spreading of misinformation.  The Internet’s broad reach may be both a positive and negative attribute.  On one hand, it allows large numbers of organizations and individuals to participate in policy discussions.  On the other hand, these large numbers may be difficult to manage and their postings may be difficult to screen and validate.  Thus, special interests can capture parts of the information flow and distribute inaccurate information. 

Perhaps a larger issue is what has been referred to as the “digital divide”—the divide between the information haves and have nots.  Employing Internet as the primary outreach and information mechanism poses the danger of excluding large parts of the population without access to Internet. Bridging the digital divide between industrialized and developing countries will be crucial to the ability to effectively harness the power of Internet as a global policy tool.

“Virtual” policy networks (those coordinated on the Internet) therefore present a limited opportunity to “close the participatory gap” as long as information technology remains out of reach for many people.  And as Western governments, large multinational corporations, and prominent NGOs tend to dominate these networks,
 the increased use of Internet may in fact exacerbate and not alleviate the imbalance. 

The remaining limitations to policy discussions via the Internet are of a less concrete or softer nature.  First, it is difficult to establish trust online, where faces are unseen, and identities may be nothing more than a fabricated username.  This obstacle may be overcome, in part, by requiring participants to identify themselves and the organizations they represent.  However, without facial expressions and body language, there would still be something missing from the communication.

The second “soft” obstacle relates to accountability.  People are reluctant to put things in writing, knowing that once they hit the “send” or “submit” button, they cannot take back what they have said.  While requiring identification may mitigate the first soft obstacle, it increases the second.  There will thus always be limitations to “virtual” networks and communities.  However, while virtual communities cannot provide nearly as much subtle and encompassing knowledge of members as real communities, they can include many more people which makes them valuable to a global policy making process.

Conclusions

Global public policy networks and, specifically, “virtual” policy networks, are the types of innovative institutions that have great potential to contribute to a strengthened international environmental regime.  By broadening participation, improving coordination, and increasing transparency, these networks may reverse some of the inadequacies of the existing regime.

Less than 10 years old in most cases, global public policy networks need the institutional and personal leadership that international organizations can provide.
  To this end, international organizations may act as conveners, norm entrepreneurs, multilevel network managers, and financiers for trisectoral networks.
  The may also provide a platform and “safe space” and the political high-profile leadership to further the legitimacy and effectiveness of these networks.
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