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UNCED - was it all worthwhile?

Davi d Cooper

Backgr ound

| attended UNCED (The United Nations Conference on Environnent
and Devel oprment) as an observer froma South African NGO (non
government organi sation). As an NGO, G oup for Environnenta
Moni toring had participated in the build-up to UNCED - the
Worren’ s Conference in Mam, the NGO Conference in Paris where
Agenda Ya Wananchi, an alternative Agenda 21, was drawn up, and
the 4th Preparatory Committee neeting for UNCED i n New York,
which | attended. Qur participation in nost of these events was
as part of a regional delegation fromsouthern Africa, in which
we |linked up with NGOs fromthe 10 SADCC countries in the region
Wthin South Africa, we held a workshop in Durban in February,
regi onal follow up nmeetings post-New York in May, and will hold
a final workshop at the Earthlife Conference on 18 Septenber.

I nt roduction

UNCED, the biggest conference on earth ended at Ri oCentro, a
specially constructed convention centre outside R o de Janeiro,
on June 14th 1992. (Cbserved by 8 000 nenmbers of the press and
some 1 500 Non-CGovernment representatives, the UNCED brought

t oget her government del egati ons fromover 150 countries to
negotiate an "earth charter", and "Agenda 21", a plan for
restructuring the world econony to deal with the environnmenta
and devel oprent crises facing humanity and its interaction with
the planet. At the sane tine, they di scussed conventions on
forests, drought, biodiversity and climate change, reaching
agreenment on clinmate change and biodiversity.

Si nul t aneously, the d obal Forumtook place in Parc de Fl amengo
in Rio. Sone 15 000 non-government organi sations (NG3s) - from
smal | citizens’s groups to environnental businesses to UN
agencies - displayed their projects and di scussed ways of
promoti ng sustai nabl e devel opnent. Leaders from NGOs around the
wor | d debated the way hunan devel opnment - by concentrating wealth
and power in the hands of sone 20% of the human popul ati on while
| eaving nore and nore people living in abject poverty - has
degraded the earth’s resources, and has come to threaten the
continuity of life on the planet.
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An assessnent of UNCED

Maurice Strong, Secretary General of UNCED, declared that UNCED
had been a success. The objectives, of getting a broad

decl arati on on Environnent and Devel opnent took the form of the
Ri o Decl aration, which nade a statenent of general conm tnent;
nost countries agreed to sign the treaty on clinmate change, and
the treaty on biodiversity. Agenda 21, a progranmme for

Envi ronnent and Devel opnent, was generally wel comed. And a new
UN institution, a Comm ssion on Environnent and Devel opnment, was
est abl i shed.

Many Lhousandu ot wozds have been written about whether or not
the conference was a success. Certainly, conpared with the very
| ow | evel of expectation which was felt at the end of the New
York PrepCom the Ri o conference did achieve its objectives. But
interms or setting out a broad vision for human life on the

pl anet in the next century, the sense that conprom se and
"greenwash" had won the day, predoni nated

So if the objective of the "earth summit" is so vital, and so
many i nportant |eaders came to add their voice, why is there a
sense of let down; a sense that this was a carnival which did
not acconplish nuch?

Perhaps the reason lies first, in the lack of vision displayed
by world | eaders and their diplomats, unable to focus on gl oba
as opposed to national interests at UNCED;, and second, in the
inability of the world s citizens, as represented by NGGs at Ri o,
to make nuch real inpact on the UNCED process. Youth, indigenous
peopl e, farmers, women and citizens groups all commtted
thensel ves to working together for a better world. The NGOs drew
up a set of alternative treaties to guide their action in the
conmi ng decade. But npst UNCED del egat es renmi ned untouched by
the NGO presence, aware of its influence, but isolated fromrea
contact. For exanple, when the youth representative spoke at the
Pl enary session of world | eaders, her broadcast was cut: the UN
woul d not allow a radical nessage - share the world, it bel ongs
to the future - to go out on the mass nedi a.

Background to Agenda 21

UNCED has been a 3 year process, initially conceived of as an
assessment of progress since the 1972 Brundtl and Conmi ssion on
Wor |l d Devel opnent, which first coined the term sustainable

devel opnent. Alarned at the |ack of progress towards a nore
sustai nabl e worl d order, the present conference grew nore and
nore conplicated, as its organisers tried to conmit nations to
a blueprint of sustainable devel opnent.
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The cold war may be over, and the threat of nuclear hol ocaust nay
have receded, but UNCED testified to a new threat: a deepening
schi sm between the rich countries of the North and the poor
countries of the South. Despite conprom ses, UNCED was divi ded
by i ssues of over-consunption versus poverty, and by
responsibility for environnental degradation versus rights to
environnental resources. Unfortunately this North-South divide
tal so di sguised fromUNCED the i nmense inequalities within
countries.

Agenda 21, UNCED s blueprint for action in all areas relating to
sust ai nabl e devel opnent of the planet, was negotiated between

bl ocks of countries. Agenda 21 is based on a set of thenmes -
revitalisation of economc growh with sustainability,
elimnating poverty and achi eving sustainable living, the
management of human settlenents, the efficient use of resources,
the managenment of gl obal and regional resources, and nanagi ng
chemicals and waste. The final theme is people participation and
responsibility. Agenda 21 nmintains that to inplenent progranmes
of sustai nabl e devel opment, countries have to devel op
institutional capacity which will require significant new

f undi ng.

The North-South Divide

The South, nostly poor countries, grouped together as the "Gr7",
and chaired by Anmbassador Marker of Pakistan, managed to forma
cohesive | obbying group in which, by and large, they argued from
a Sout hern perspective rather than fromindividual nationa
interests. This enabled the G/7 to get nore from UNCED t han was
at first anticipated, when it was believed that Northern
countries, represented especially by the "Gr", would doni nate.
The G7 was weakened by enbarrassnent over the US position on nany
i ssues and by their inability to negotiate on comon principles
as a result.

Wth increasing coherence, the G/7 argued that the North had
destroyed nost of the world s natural resources to provide high
living standards for its citizens, and was now calling on the
South to sacrifice its use of natural resources for devel opnent.
Thi s was unacceptabl e, and the North should both change its
pattern of consunption, especially regarding the use of energy,
and pay for environmental protection in the South.



By the end of UNCED, the G/7 had managed to shift the debate to
exam ning the inportance of protecting the environment in
Northern countries, as well as |ooking at environnent in the
South. For exanple, the forests treaty was initially ained at
protecting tropical forests. It was fiercely resisted by

Mal aysi a and | ndia, anpong others, as an infringenment of their
sovereign rights. The Indians argued that a UN treaty was no
guarantee that the forests would be protected for the benefit of
poor citizens, while Ml aysia s argunent seened to focus nore on
retaining its logging industry. Wth Southern countries focusing
attention on the boreal forests of Northern countries,

di scussi ons becane bogged down, and no agreenment was reached.
The climate changed treaty tries to comrit Northern countries to
l[imting their C02 emi ssions to 1990 | evel s by year 2005. The

US refused to sign this treaty, claimng that they had the best
air pollution record in the world (they are certainly the nost
effective polluters), but in fact refusing any neasure which
would Iimt their capacity for economic growmh. The fear is that
wi t hout effective technol ogical transfer, countries like India
and China coul d becone major polluters as they use their
substantial coal reserves in a drive for nodernisation and
industrialisation. Wile it was agreed that technol ogy transfer
was essential, there was less clarity over who should foot the
bill.

The US al so rcsiuLcd the biodiversity conventi on because it
fearei that it would place restrictions on its burgeoning

bi ot echnol ogy i ndustry by opening up the possibility of disputes
over patenting genetic material derived from Southern countri es.
Sout hern countries argued that w thout a convention, their wealth
in biodiversity would continue to be exploited and overutilised
because the value of that biodiversity was accruing to Northern
countries, and not to the conmuniti es who depended on the forests
for their livelihood. |Indeed, nost countries agreed on the

bi odi versity convention, which left the US quite isol ated.

Al though a very large part of Agenda 21 is concerned with

devel opnent, and inproving the living conditions of the world' s
poor, these issues did not receive the sane attention at Rio as
the ecol ogi cal issues. The UNCED secretary-general, Murice
Strong, repeatedly enphasised the inportance of devel opnent

i ssues, and especially the elimnation of poverty, in UNCED. The
hope is that these issues will be taken up as issues of gl oba
concern because of the threat to the environment which wll
affect everyone.

.15



Fundi ng devel ogment and environment grogranmres.

MIllions of people live without clean water, sanitation, adequate
food or shelter. The poor, it is argued, are forced to strip the
earth of its resources in order to survive. These are conditions
whi ch can be changed with the political will to do so, and
sensi bl e i nvest ment of resources, and Agenda 21 sets out an

i nternational programe for elimnating poverty and protecting
the environnent.

The cost of inplenenting Agenda 21 will be incurred primarily in
the countries of the South, and will cost an estimted USS 500
billion per annum 75%of this will conme from Southern countries
t hensel ves. But the remaining USS 125 billion per annum has to
come from"new and aclitional" financial aid fromthe North. The
Northern countries argued that all such investment needed to take
pl ace through efficient institutions such as the Wrld Bank

whi ch G/7 countries rejected.

In the end, a conpromi se was reached, with the agreenent that the
Worl d Bank shoul d beconme nore transparent and accountable, and
shoul d open participation in the G obal Environmental Facility.
There was al so an agreement that the regi onal Banks shoul d be
strengt hened, that the International Devel opment Aid Fund (1 DAF)
for poorest countries should receive additional finance, and that
bilateral aid should continue. Despite agreeing on a nechani sm
there was no commitnent nade to provide these resources. The
UNCED Secretariat hoped Japan woul d take the | ead, but the
Japanese Prime M nister was unable to | eave his own parlianent,
so we will never know if he intended to nake a grand gesture.

In the end, Northern countries agreed only to try and achi eve the
0, 7% of CGDP target for devel opnent assistance which was set in
1970, by 2000.

UNCED as a Stegging Stone

So, what did the "Earth Summit" achi eve? The Ri o Decl aration

whi ch repl aced the "Earth Charter”, commits nations to
environnental protection and sustai nabl e devel opnent. Agenda 21
conmits nations to an action plan for sustainabl e devel opnent.

We have 2 new environnental conventions to go with the Mntrea
Protocol on Ozone Depl etion, CITES on endangered species and

ot hers. The issues of environment and devel opment have certainly
been pushed firmy up the international agenda. For Citizens’
groups around the world, these are likely to be the don nant

i ssues of the com ng decade, replacing the peace novenent as the
primary gl obal concern. The UNis to set up a new Conmi ssion on
Envi ronnent and Devel opnent to plan the inplenmentation of Agenda
21, and those UN institutions concerned with the issues - UNDP
and UNHP are likely to have their roles carefully re-exam ned.
Citizens' groups and NGGCs have had their role in world affairs
greatly strengt hened by UNCED.

....16



But many issues renain unattended, and perhaps this accounts for
a sense of disappointment. UNCED, despite its nonths of

nmeetings, did not touch the institutions with real power to

i nfl uence environment and devel opnent. GATT and the Bretton
Wbods institutions are unaffected by UNCED, there is no nention
of the transnational corporations or the role of the military in
envi ronnental destruction, except to call for a genera
reallocation of mlitary expenditure. One suspects that CGeorge
Bush’ s vehement opposition to rmuch of UNCED, which made the US
so unpopular, has little to do with protecting the interests of
US citizens, and much to do with maintaining the freedomof the
transnationals and the mlitary to do business as usual. Wthout
real fair trade through GATT, and without real change in the way
the transnational s behave, UNCED will have linmted inpact on the
i mense problens of environment and devel oprment. But UNCED wil |
certainly be a stepping stone for Ctizens’ novenents to take up
t hese i ssues.

The Rol e of NGOS

One of UNCED s nore innovative features was to involve non-
government participation across a broad spectrum Most recogni sed
that NGOs had played an inportant role in inproving the quality
of the debates on environnent and devel opnent, and providing much
of the strategic thinking on achieving a new perspective. Sone,
nostly northern governnments, included NGO reps on their officia
del egati on, and others negotiated w th organi sed NGO del egati ons.
UNCED r ecogni sed the inmportance of representatives of womnen,
yout h, indi genous people and farners as 4 categories of people
with a special role in sustainable devel opnent. The wonen’s | obby
fromNGOs was particularly effective, and nanaged to get parts

of Agenda 21 strengthened through their tireless efforts

Much of the work of NGOs al so took place outside of UNCED, or in
reaction to it. Fromthe stage of preparing country papers, NGOs
engaged in Formulating alternatives. The exanpl e cl osest to hone
i s Zinbabwe, where there is a governnent and NGO paper. NGGs were
commtted to UNCED, and for the nore radical, this was
unconfortabl e, specially as NGO was so broadly defined. Having
Councils for Business Devel opnent and environmental activists al
sitting under the same unbrella was cause for much concern.

NGO Treat; Process

Wil e nost NGU effort went into | obbying their own governnents
to strengthen Agenda 21, eventually the NGOs broke rank, and
decided to draw up a set of alternative treaties.



UNCED and the d obal Forum provided an amazi ng opportunity to
gai n experience of environment and devel opment trends and
novenents fromall over the world. It was very valuable to get
experience of participating in a regional caucus group. But at
UNCED itself, little clarity emerged as to the direction of
future regional cooperation. Perhaps the experience first has to
be assimlated and thought through, before proposals can be nade.
But two major issues enmerged for NGOs. First, the African caucus
reached the conclusion that building up stronger nationa
participation in the NGO sector was essential before talking
about further regional or continental neetings and networking,

whi ch had been proposed by the ADB (African Devel opnment Bank).
Second, the denocratisation of environment and devel opment NGOs
was al so a contentious issue. Like mpbst NGOs at UNCED, the
majority of Southern African representatives were from NG3s which
don’'t have a nenbershi p base, and broadening participation in
envi ronnent and devel opnent has to involve denocratic, nmenbership
-based organisations. Getting nore and nore NGOs, who don’t
represent anyone, to take part, is not adequate, although there
is clearly an inportant role for research, educational and
advocacy institutions to link up. Don’t speak on behalf of "the
peopl e" was a frequently-voiced criticism both of South Africans
at UNCED/ d obal Forum and of the NGOs in general. This problem
will not be dealt with unless the sector gets better organised,
and unl ess much better preparation takes place. Mst South
African participation at UNCED, including ny owmn, was far too ad
hoc to be effective.

Meeting the Southern African Governnents

Towards the end of UNCED, NGOs arranged a neeting with governnent
M nisters to discuss UNCED. This was a very inportant event which
created the possibility for closer cooperation between governnent
and NGO in future. However, there is still nmuch work that will
have to be done to build up trust between parties who, are

nmut ual | y suspi ci ous.

The governnent representatives felt UNCED had gone rather better
than they feared; Their position on wildlife had been
strengthened, there is the pronise of nore aid and a strengthened
regi onal bank. They al so won the prom se of a convention on
drought and desertification, which would formalise support for
times like the current drought.
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These cover a host of topics, starting with an NGO Earth Charter,
and treaties on sustainable agriculture, climte change, a youth
charter, a treaty with indi genous people, a code of conduct for
NGOs, popul ation, food security, transnational corporations,
sharing of resources, sustainable cities, fresh water, energy,
education for sustainability, consunption and |ifestyle,

scrubl and, fisheries, comunication, information and networ ki ng,
debt, racism mlitarism waste, trade, technology transfer and
alternative econom c nodel s.

Most of these treaties are general statenents of principles,

ei ther stronger versions of UNCED docunents, or covering areas
whi ch UNCED negl ected. The clinmate change treaty, for exanple,
calls for a 25% cutback on 1990 CO02 emi ssions by 2005, and a
overall reduction of 60% as an objectives, conpared wth
achieving 1990 levels in the UNCED Conventi on.

The treaties are of course voluntary comm tnents which NGOs make
broadly speaking, to work on the issues and to network with each
other. Even inform ng the general public about these views is a
maj or exercise, and very difficult to achieve except in areas
whi ch are not contentious.

The treaties also try to cover institutional arrangements between
NGOs, which is perhaps the nost difficult area of NGO
participation. After all, nbst NGOs are non-representative, and
while there is a general commitnent to denocracy, sorting out al
the thorny issues of who represents whom could easily destroy
the seemi ng coherence of NGOs focusing on environnmental issues.
At one point, it was proposed that an NGO council be formed, but

this will not be carried through until sone of these issues are
resol ved. Apparently, the next exercise in bringing the NGGs
together will be the d obal Forum conference in January 1993.

UNCED AND SOUTHERN AFRI CA

NGOs fromall Southern African countries attended the d oba
Forum but only a few countries - notably Zi nbabwe and Swazil and,
had NGO accreditati on and access at UNCED. The NGOs ran a stand
at d obal Forum and as Southern African NGOs we held an

i nformati on event, where representatives from4 or 5 countries
spoke. The NGOs nmet regularly to discuss their participation in
the treaty process; in the NG forum in the African caucus, and
i n UNCED.
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FROM 1992 FORWARD

1

4.1

4.3

The next opportunity for NGOs fromthe region to nmeet wll
be at the South-South |and and environment wor kshop, and
then at the Septenber Earthlife conference, where a numnber
of del egates fromthe region will participate. The need for
an ongoi ng regional network is clear, and with that there
is a need for coordination. So, the first proposal from
UNCED is to maintain the regional coordinating and
net wor ki ng structures which were established. Wthin South
Africa, this neans keeping in place the interinx UNCED
Conmittee, and di scussing whether it would be appropriate
to broaden the commttee’s functions.

Second, there is the idea to prepare national and regi ona
"green plans", and a starting point for this would be a
position paper on environment and devel opnent in South
Africa. This needs to involve consultation with
government, denocratic noverment and trade-uni on nmovenents.
Apparently, one target for |ooking at this process
internationally is a d obal Forum conference planned for
London in 1993.

Third, NGOs shoul d accept that some longer termrole in

i nternational networking is likely, and take steps to
prepare del egates who can represent community-based

organi sations, as well as enabling professionals to
partici pate where appropriate.

Moni t ori ng Environnent and Devel opnent

Fourth, there is a role to be played by NGOs in nonitoring
the inplenentati on of Agenda 21, and specifically the
climate change and biodiversity conventions. This woul d
involve, in the first place, studying these documents
carefully, and preparing a response to them Then it would
i nvol ve getting conmitnents from governnent on

i mpl ement ation, and nonitoring inplenentation.

A further monitoring role could be in the inplenmentation of
sust ai nabl e devel opnent policies in South Africa. Assum ng
that South Africa energes fromits current mre, the
econonmy will have to be reconstructed. Are we to use
outdated growth nodels, or can sustainabl e devel opnent
nodel s be user? What this nmeans in detail, and convincing
political |eaders that such a devel opment strategy is
feasi bl e, are major chall enges.

The third suggestion is to build a nonitoring capacity on
envi ronnent and devel opment. This invol ves anal ysi ng
government positions, those of industry, conservation

bodi es, etc.

o111



Both the ANC and PAC participated at UNCED; certainly the ANC
was able to slot into the

regi onal African caucuses and to take up comon positions on
regi onal issues |ike debt relief, drought and nationa
conservation policies. On the other hand, many South African
specific issues, for exanple industrial pollution, did not appear
to get much attention

In general South African participation at UNCED was bitty and,
while it was inportant that some representatives were there,
there is obviously an enornous anount of work to be done in
creating the framework for inplenmenting Agenda 21, and ensuring
that the work that is done on environnent and devel opnent is
partici patory and denocratic.

For a nunmber of countries, UNCED was an opportunity to devel op
environnental policy. Nam bia, for exanple, used the funding
avai l abl e for the preparation of a country paper to prepare a
"Green Plan"; Zinbabwe prepared both a government and NGO paper
From ot her regi ons Paki stan’s Nati onal Conservation Strategy is
consi dered something of a nmodel. It was prepared in close co-
operation with 1UCN. It may be useful to study sone of these
reports to see what | essons they hold.

There seens little doubt that future policy on environnment and

devel opnent will be nade at international |evel. For South
Africa - government or NGO - to participate in that policy
formulation it will have to commit significant resources to the

process. For NGOs this is a difficult question, especially if
efforts in the sector are dispersed and uncoordinated. If we
want to participate, we have to be able to set clear objectives
of what we want to achi eve and strategi se howto achi eve that,
else we are likely to be nore on the receiving end of policy, not
the active participants in creating conditions which pronote
sust ai nabl e devel opnent. There is also the Ciger that this kind
of international participation can anount to bureaucratization
and can stifle the dynam c work bei ng done by activist groups on
i ssues of sustainabl e devel opnent.

From an NGO perspective, the Whnen’s Forum and t he Youth
initiatives energed as the nost positive and best organi sed.
Overall, the NGOs were not able to go beyond a | oose networking
agreement. There was a suggestion made to establish a new

I nternational Association of Environmental and Devel opment NGOs,
but this was shel ved because any questions of denocratic
participation, structure etc. could not be resolved. Wereas
sout hern African NGOs at New York seened to benefit from worKking
closely together, at Rio the G obal Forumwas too diffuse, too
many i deas conpeting with each other for NGOs to nake plans to
work closely together. Perhaps a clearer picture of regiona
cooperation will emerge in the nonths to cone.
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Devel opi ng Policy capacity on Environment and Devel opment
is acritical need, not only in government, but also in the
NGO sector. This could dovetail with a training function to
hel p NGOs, civics and youth novenent inform other nenbers
and i npl enent environnment and devel opnent functions. More
strategi c use of nedia could be hel pful.

Ongoi ng i nternational networking - identifying key
international institutions and or individuals and building
links with such bodies. To do this effectively
conput eri zed networki ng seens essential, since nobst of the
key players are using it. But, comrunication generally is
a key and it requires investment in time and resources.
Cooperation could take place around specific issues, for
exanpl e monitoring toxic waste novenents, cooperating on
pestici de research, protesting international novenent of
nucl ear waste, or inplenenting new agreenents on combn
property managenent.

Cooperation in the arena (3f land tuwe and conservation

G ven the degree of interest in these areas in southern
Africa, it seens an appropriate field for ongoi ng work.
Cooperation with TUCN at the international level, and with
the sustai nable agriculture network, would be ways of
pursing regional and international interests in the field.
For South Africa, with the possibility of a land reform
programme being introduced a great deal could be shared
with other countries.

Al t hough | have argued in this paper in favour of

i nternational cooperation, and although the trend to
internationalismis strong, there is also a need to
approach the work cautiously. First, cooperation needs to
take place froma strong base. In nmany ways, the best way
to participate internationally is to build a strong

envi ronnent and devel opnent novenent in South Africa first.
I nternational support and cooperation cannot substitute for
that organi sation. NGOs need to build up cooperation with
each other, learn to work with government, and especially,
build up grass roots involvenent, if participationis to be
nmani ngful. Wth this frame work, NGOs need to assess

their roles in a future NGO - UNCED franeworKk.



