


THE EARTH BROKERS

After decades of failed development plans for the South and the mounting
pressure of the environmental crisis all over the planet, the Earth Summit was
billed as a dramatic new approach to solving the planet’s problems because, for
the first time, it was recognized that environment and development were
inseparable and thus needed to be tackled together. The recognition of this link,
however, turned out to be a double-edged sword, as development quickly became
much more important than environment. There was little recognition of the
underlying cause of today’s crisis — the unsustainable economic models that most
of the world is currently following Free trade, multinational corporations,
militarism — some of the biggest contributors to today’s crisis — were deliberately
left off the agenda. Instead, the Earth Summit attempted to ‘green’ development
and its major promoters by pushing the environment to the top of the agenda. UN
and government agencies adopted this new green solution without questioning
the assumption that growth and further development were necessary, let alone
the assumption that they were possible. Because of this, the Summit was flawed in
both conception and execution. As a result, the new order that is emerging after
the Rio de Janeiro conference is identical to the old one. If this new order were
merely a warmed-over version of the old, things might be expected to continue
deteriorating at the current pace, if not accelerate, since the new mantra is that
the environment may even be a profitable enterprise that will stimulate
development. What is more, the new order is slowly creating a global
management élite that is coopting the strongest people’s movements, the very

movements that brought the crisis to public attention.

Pratap Chatterjee is Global Environmental Editor of the Inter Press Service,
Washington, DC. Matthias Finger is Associate Professor at Teachers
College, Columbia University, New York.
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INTRODUCTION

In New York in December 1989, the member states of the United Nations
agreed on Resolution 44/228 — the 228th decision of its Forty-Fourth General
Assembly. The Resolution noted with concern that the world’s environment
was deteriorating rapidly and recommended that the UN General Assembly
convene a conference of national leaders of the highest level to save the planet
from catastrophe. Officially, this was to be called the United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development — UNCED for short. Unoffi-
cially it was dubbed the ‘Earth Summit’ by the man who was chosen to put
it together, Maurice Strong, a Canadian businessman and diplomat.

Six months later, the first of four major preparatory committee meetings (the
meetings were called PrepComs I to IV) to thrash out conventions and
agreements for the leaders to sign at the Summit was held in Nairobi, A member
of a non-governmental organization (NGO) attending it sent out a memo by
computer to hundreds of other NGOs following the talks describing his own
reactions to the name ‘Earth Summit’." To him, he said, it conjured up the image
of a steep mountain with the heads of state gathered at the summit from where the
planet would be saved. The people of the planet were waiting below for the
agreements to be signed at the top and brought down to them. In between them
and the leaders, bearers toiled, carrying proposals up the mountain.

The next three preparatory meetings were held in Geneva (II and III) and
New York (IV). Many NGOs were actively encouraged, and some even
financially supported, to attend the meetings. And by the fourth meeting about
1,400 NGOs had officially registered with the UNCED secretariat as observers
and lobbyists in the process. Many more followed the negotiations by

computer, fax, and regular mail.
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After the meetings and the lobbying were finished, the two of us sat down
to review what had been achieved over the course of almost two years. This
was about two months before the Earth Summit itself was held in Rio de
Janeiro in June 1992. We concluded that, as a result of the whole UNCED
process, the planet was going to be worse off, not better. We wrote a short
paper on the subject and sent it out to hundreds of people to solicit their
opinions.2 Readers wrote in from Massachusetts and Michigan to Mongolia,
and others translated our paper into French, Spanish, and Swedish. Almost all
agreed with our critical assessment, but said that they had not seen anyone else
actually put such a strong thesis on paper. We decided that we needed to set
out our thoughts in much more detail for other people who did not have the
opportunity to participate in the two-year process that led leaders of
governments, industry and NGOs to Rio, but actually failed to take them to
the summit of the mountain from where to save the planet. This book is the
result.

In it we offer a comprehensive and critical overview of the entire UNCED
process. We look at its origin, its context, and the major agents involved, as
well as its outcomes. But because UNCED is at the core of the recent
developments in the environment and development arena, this book actually
reaches beyond UNCED. And because UNCED occurred at a crucial moment
in environmental and developmental history, this book also helps readers
understand the transformation of ‘development’ and the recent quite profound
changes in North—South relations, as well as the deep changes the Green
movement has undergone.

In the first part we highlight the context and the process of UNCED. We
present and critically analyze the main documents that have been written in
preparation to that process, as well as the ones that have come out of it. Parts
11 and 1T look at the main non-state players in the UNCED process, i.e. non-
governmental organizations on the one hand, and business and industry on the
other. Indeed, traditionally everybody has been looking at governments as
being the major agents. However, as we hope to show, governments are only
part of the picture: the corporate sector and some NGOs have come to be
cqually important agents in the UNCED process. Part IV looks at the financial
and institutional outcomes of the UNCED process, and assesses what, on that
basis, we can expect for the future. Finally, we conclude with an analysis of

what that means for the planet.
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Throughout this book we show how UNCED has promoted business and
industry, rehabilitated nation-states as relevant agents, and eroded the Green
movement. We argue that UNCED has boosted precisely the type of industrial
development that is destructive for the environment, the planet, and its
inhabitants. We see how, as a result of UNCED, the rich will get richer, the

poor poorer, while more and more of the planet is destroyed in the process.

THE DEVELOPMENT PARADIGM

In order to understand the UNCED process, it must be located in the larger
context of the development paradigm and it therefore must be looked at from
a broader historical perspective. Most important of all, UNCED must be seen
in the context of industrial development, a process that can be traced back to
the Industrial Revolution and beyond. Indeed, the idea of development is
rooted in the Enlightenment ideal of a rational society of free and responsible
citizens, i.e. ultimately a society governed by scientific principles and managed
accordingly. The emergence of industrial production in the nineteenth century
was rapidly incorporated into this development paradigm: industrial develop-
ment came to be seen as a means — so to speak the motor — of making this
modern and rational society come true. Unfortunately, the means turned into
an end, development became a goal in itself. This is what we call the
development ideology or paradigm.

Marxists have criticized industrial development since its social effects started
to be felt in the late nineteenth century. They criticized it on the grounds that
it produces injustices, enhances unequal power structures and exploits people.
However, Marxists have never questioned the underlying idca that industrial
development will free society from the constraints of nature, and thus
ultimately liberate people altogether. The main obstacle that prevented this
process from happening was not to be found in the development process itself,
Marxists argued, but rather in the political power structures, which were
perpetuating inequities and oppression. Marxists, therefore, remain caught in
the development paradigm.

After the experience of the First World War, and even more so after the Second
World War, isolated individuals expressed their doubts as to whether there was

not something fundamentally wrong with this industrial development process:
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were the two wars simply accidents of history or were industrialization and
modernization leading to precisely the type of barbarism seen in the two
conflicts? Marxists of a new kind — the so-called Critical Theorists —rapidly took
the upper hand in voicing these doubts, Though they questioned whether the
declared emancipation of humankind, promised since the Enlightenment, was
ever going to be realized, they attributed this failure to politics, rather than to the
development paradigm. Basically they thought that advanced capitalist societies
were developing particularly vicious and hidden ways to oppress men and
women. As a result, humanity would miss the unique opportunity to liberate
itself that industrial development offered. Thus, even after the Second World
War techno-scientific industrial development remained an unquestioned tool
even for the most vocal critics of modern society.

What is more, in an effort of collective denial promoted by a massive public
relations campaign, further industrial development was declared, in the
aftermath of the Second World War, to be also the means of bringing about
peace among nations. As a result, the United Nations was set up with the
mission to promote ‘peace through development’. No longer was industrial
development simply going to lead to a modern and rational society, it was also
going to bring peace to the world. With the United Nations promoting it,
industrial development progressed exponentially and planet-wide. What is
more, the aggressive reconstruction of Western Europe became the model for
the industrialization of the entire world. Development was now clearly the
goal, and the development process of the North, spearheaded by the USA, was
to be replicated by the South. The rare humanists who feared that the human
side would get lost in the process were silenced, as the ‘cultural subsystem’
was singled out and declared to be the realm of truly human aspirations. Thus,
culture became a luxury that was made possible by continuous industrial

development.

THE COLD WAR

The Cold War is the next important element to consider in order to
understand the process of industrial development. First, the Cold War became
one of the driving forces of industrial development, because it stimulated

scientific and technological progress on the one hand, and promoted military-
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induced industrial production on the other. Second, the Cold War cemented
the nation-state system and thus reinforced the idea that nation-states were the
most relevant units within which problems had to be addressed. Therefore, the
nation-states were also seen as the primary agents of development, the
‘development agencies’, so to speak.

Indeed, because of the Cold War, the nation-states continued to be seen as
the units within which development occurs and must be promoted, because it
is economic and military strength that defines each nation’s relative power. In
promoting the Cold War, nation-states remained the key agents for at least
another forty years. Again, industrial development came to be seen as a means
to enhance national power, thus hiding the fact that the means had overtaken
the ends.

THIRD WORLD DEVELOPMENT

The development paradigm was further strengthened by the political independ-
ence of many Third World countries. Indeed:

Truman [had] launched the idea of development in order to provide a comforting vision of a
world order where the US would naturally rank first. The rising influence of the Soviet Union
— the first country which had industrialized outside capitalism — forced him to come up with
a vision that would engage the loyalty of the decolonizing countries in order to sustain his
struggle against communism. For over 40 years, development has been a competition between

political systems. 3

With the Cold War solidly established and entirely embedded in the post-war
reconstruction and the Third World build-up, the development paradigm
became institutionalized in the very structure and nature of Third World
nation-states. Thus these countries started to enter the industrial circuit by
borrowing money and exporting raw materials. Given Third World indepen-
dence and the context of the Cold War, the nature of industrial development
was not questioned until the late 1960s. Only then did social movement
activism begin to raise serious doubts as to whether industrial development

would really lead to the type of society promised by Truman and others.
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THE SOCIAL MOVEMENTS OF THE
1960s

In the North, the social movements of the late 1960s emerged within the context
of already high levels of industrial development. The main critique they voiced
was the oppressive and technocratic tendencies of development, i.e. the danger
that the people, the human side, would get lost and forgotten. One must
distinguish between the American version of social movement activism and the
European one. If the American version is a product of the counter-cultural
movement, the European movement is a product of the New Left. Bothagree that
the process of development has got out of human control and does not serve the
majority of the people. The counter-cultural movement formulates a cultural
critique: it is concerned with the values brought forth by the development
process and seeks to substitute these with more human values. The critique
formulated by the New Left, in contrast, is in essence political. It is a critique of
oppression, domination, and exploitation. Consequently, more participation,
more democracy, and more involvement of the citizens in decision-making are
secen by the New Left as the answers to the shortcomings of industrial
development. During the late 1960s, however, neither the counter-cultural
movement nor the New Left questioned the process of industrial development,
though both were unhappy with its inhuman consequences.

The political critique formulated by the New Left in the North is actually
quite similar to the critique voiced in the South, where social movements were
also calling for a more participatory form of development. Development, in
the South, attracted criticism in the late 1960s and the 1970s on the grounds
that it was top-down, exploitative, and oppressive. The national and local élites
in the South were mainly seen as the longer arm of the North, of Northern
governments, and of Northern multinationals. Opposing this, the social
movements in the South were advocating ‘another’, i.e. a more participatory,
more human-centred, and more indigenous form of development. Some went
as far as to suggest breaking links with the North and promoting self-reliance.
However, for all the radical critiques of Northern-centredness and Northern-
drivenness, development was being questioned in the South by only a very few
people in the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s. It was not until the advent
of the Green movement in the North, in the 1970s, that a new argument was
added to the critique of industrial development.
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THE GREEN CRITIQUE OF
DEVELOPMENT

Before the early 1970s it is difficult to identify a coherent Green critique of
development. Of course, since the end of the nineteenth century there have
been various nature protection organizations. Since the 1930s some scientists
and engineers have focused on natural resources conservation and environmen-
tal management, starting with forestry and specific ecosystems. After the
Second World War two big international organizations were created along such
conservationist ideals — the International Union for the Conservation of
Nature, now called World Conservation Union (still referred to as [IUCN), and
the World Wildlife Fund, now called Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF).
Within the UN system the environment was equated with science and
attributed to UNESCO, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization. One can say that until the late 1960s (scientific)
environmentalists hardly questioned development. Rather, they were con-
cerned with species conservation and rational resources management in line
with the overall development paradigm.

But in the early 1970s, in the context of the social movements, one can
detect, in the North, the replacement of conservationist ecology with political
ecology. It was under the influence of the New Left, in particular, that
environmental problems become politicized and prominent. In addition to
natural resources issues, this politicization focused primarily on pollution
problems such as oil spills, chemical hazards, and nuclear pollution. In 1972
the Club of Rome, a group of concerned leaders from business, academia and
government, published its Limits to Growth, highlighting in particular the
possible input limits to further industrial development. In the same year the
UN held its first Conference on the Human Environment, in Stockholm.
Again, the focus was on natural resources management and, to a lesser extent,
on pollution control, as both resources depletion and pollution were seen as
potentially jeopardizing development.

Within the intellectual context of the New Left, environmental problems
remained mainly political problems. Resources depletion and pollution were,
it was argued in the 1970s, the result of existing power structures, which
oppressed nature and people alike. Because of this political framework,

political ecologists remained uncritical of many of the destructive forces of
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industrial development, in particular of modern science, high technology, and
the nation-state. Indeed, their markedly Northern-centred view led political
ecologists to propose scientific progress, better technologies, and especially
better policies as the answers to resources depletion and pollution problems.
The nation-state remained, in their view, the most important, if not the only,
relevant unit of action.

It was at this time, within the context of political ecology, that most
environmental agents emerged. Be it Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth (FoE),
the National Resources Defense Council (NRDC) in the USA, or many more,
they all refer to this framework of political ecology within which they operate
and which they perpetuate. Later in the 1970s Green parties used this Green
movement in Western Europe while simultaneously strengthening the purely
political approach to environmental issues and problems. Therefore, because
of the political ecology framework, the nation-state remained the focus of
environmental activists. The causes of environmental degradation were thus
localized in politics and not, for example, in the dynamics of the industrial
development process. Yet this analysis not only ignored the root causes of the
development crisis, it also suggested that further scientific, technological,
social, and political development would help solve the problems. In short,
though it added some arguments to the critique of development, the Green
movement of the 1970s did not identify industrial development as being the
problem for the planet and its inhabitants.

THE NEW COLD WAR AND GLOBAL
ECOLOGY

With the emergence of the New Cold War in the late 1970s, fear and anxiety
about a possible nuclear holocaust overshadowed environmental concerns in the
North. But interestingly, the New Cold War prepared the ground for global
ecology, for which the so-called theory of the nuclear winter was probably a
trigger. First put forward in 1982, this theory states that a nuclear explosion
anywhere on this planet has the potential to induce climate change planet-wide.
Rather than being about the nuclear threat, this theory is in fact about global
environmental change. As such it was symptomatic of a whole new approach to

environmental problems emerging at the beginning of the 1980s: global ecology.
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Ozone depletion and global warming, in particular, along with other global
environmental issues such as deforestation and soil erosion, became the focus
of this new global ecology. Global ecological problems were no longer simply
resources depletion or pollution issues. Indeed, in addition to pollution
problems and input limits to growth, global ecology now also pointed to
potential global output problems of industrial development. It now appeared
that such output limits might actually be far more serious than the input limits
and the pollution problems, for which there are, to some extent, technological
and political solutions. We think that the global ecology of the early 1980s was
actually a far more serious challenge and critique of industrial development

than anything else that came before.

THE CHALLENGES OF GLOBAL
ECOLOGY

The real effects of global ecology only became apparent when the Cold War
ended in 1986 with Gorbachev coming to power in the Soviet Union. It was
at this time that the possible consequences of global ecology really hit home:
global ecology questions the very essence of industrial development, and
therefore also the agents that live off this process. Among the first major agents
to be challenged are of course business and industry, especially big business
such as multinational corporations. Indeed, if the challenge of global ecology
is taken seriously, there are now serious output limits to further economic
growth and industrial development. Promoting such massive industrial
development, as most of these multinational companies do, amounts to
promoting accelerated destruction of the global environment.

A second type of agent whose pursuit of industrial development is being
challenged are nation-states. Protected by the Cold War and legitimized by the
social and environmental movements of the late 1960s and the 1970s, in the
age of global ecology nation-states not only have a legitimation problem, they
also now have to demonstrate that they are still relevant agents when it comes
to the new challenges of global ecology. Are they indeed able to address the
challenges raised by global ecology successfully?

The role of the military is of course brought into question in a very similar

way by global ecology. Indeed, in the light of the new global environmental
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changes and challenges, issues of national security increasingly seem to be
irrelevant. As a result, the military-industrial complexes of the world are now
figuring out ways and means to make sense of themselves in the eyes of an
increasingly critical public.

And if industrial development, business and industry, nation-state struc-
tures, national governments, and military-industrial complexes are increasingly
brought into question by global ecology, Southern élites are hardly better off,
as they basically derive their power and privileges from imitating the North and
its industrial development model. If further industrial development is made
impossible by global change and challenges, Southern élites are threatened. A
similar threat extends to the UN system whose aim, as we have seen, is to
promote development — not to mention the fact that over the past forty years
the UN system has created a development élite of its own, whose very
existence is now brought into question by the global ecological threat.

And finally, the Green movement, too, is brought into question by global
ecology and its challenges. Having its roots in either conservation or political
ecology, the Green movement needs to redefine itself, as it is no longer obvious
that the traditional problem-solving approaches it promoted are still valid when
applied to the new global environmental challenges. Moreover, the Green
movement also has to find a new acceptance in the eyes of a concerned public
as a relevant agent in this new global environmental arena.

In this book, we show that UNCED offered a unique opportunity to all these
different agents to redefine and relegitimize themselves in the new age of global
ecological changes and challenges. Some have done better than others. But
overall, as we argue, the outcome is not a better way to address the global
ecological crisis. Rather, the outcome is a new push for more environmentally
destructive industrial development.

Two publications have become particularly important, as they try to reassess
some of these agents’ roles in the light of the new challenges. Both are the
products of international commissions: the so-called ‘Brundtland report’
entitled Our Common Future is the outcome of the World Commission on
Environment and Development, created by the UN in 1983, while the report
entitled The Challenge to the South is the product of the South Commission,
established in 1987. Both were written in time for the Rio conference. Let us
look at them first.

10
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WHOSE COMMON FUTURE?

The essence of the philosophy of the World Commission on Environment and
Development can actually be found on the very first page of the Brundtland

report. This report, the Commission says:

is not a prediction of ever increasing environmental decay, poverty, and hardship in an ever more
polluted world among ever decreasing resources. We see instead the possibility for a new era
of economic growth, one that must be based on policies that sustain and expand our
environmental resource base. And we believe such growth to be absolutely essential to relieve
the great poverty that is deepening in much of the developing world. ... We have the power
to reconcile human affairs with natural laws and to thrive in the process. In this, our cultural
and spiritual heritages can reinforce our economic interests and survival imperatives. . .. This

new reality, from which there is no escape, must be recognized and managed.l

We cannot in this book go into the history of how the UN system created the
World Commission on Environment and Development. Nevertheless, let us
briefly recall here the context within which the Brundtland Commission
emerged. It is the context of the New Cold War and the re-emerging East—
West conflict at the beginning of the 1980s. It is against this threat to ‘our
common security’ — highlighted by the debate about the Euromissiles, as well
as by the nuclear winter theory — that the Brundtland Commission was created.
Not surprisingly, the title of the Brundtland report, Our Common Future, is very
similar to the title of the Palme report, Our Common Security, whose main
concern was the nuclear threat.” As a matter of fact, the Brundtland report
devotes an entire chapter to a quite radical critique of the arms race, to
conclude that ‘the nations must turn away from the destructive logic of an

“arms culture” and focus instead on their common future’.® We also note that

13
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the Brundtland report actually remains the only document in the entire
UNCED process that explicitly deals with the military as a problem. This can
be explained by the fact that the Brundtland Commission was born in the
context of the Cold War.

What is more, the Brundtland Commission sees at least part of its role as
helping to break out of the international deadlock caused by the Cold War. In
her preface, ex-Premier Brundtland says: ‘After a decade and a half of standstill
or even deterioration in global cooperation, I believe the time has come for
higher expectations, for common goals pursued together, for an increased
political will to address our common future’ I might well be that in the initial
phase of the Commission the environment was actually more of a rallying point
to foster cooperation among nation-states than the real common challenge.

In the process of its work, the Commission identified the real challenges as
population and human resources, food security, species and ecosystems,
energy, industry, and the urban challenge. But by breaking down the
environmental question into these six challenges, the Brundtland Commission
managed to redefine the global environmental crisis in terms of a problem that
can be solved by nation-states and their cooperation in promoting economic
growth. And such growth, the Commission says, can essentially be achieved by
manipulating and improving technology and social organization.S Overall, one
can say that not much thinking seems to have gone into the analysis of the real
causes of today’s crisis. The major concern does not seem to be the crisis, but
the potential conflicts between nation-states that could arise because of a lack
of development. Let us now look at each of the six challenges the Commission

has identified in more detail.

POPULATION

In the beginning of its section on population, the Brundtland report states that
‘present rates of population growth cannot continue’ . And: ‘Nor are
population growth rates the challenge solely of those nations with high rates
of increase. An additional person in an industrial country consumes far more
and places far greater pressure on natural resources than an additional person
in the Third World’.” Despite these statements, the analysis put forth by the

Commission on population issues is, in our opinion, basically flawed. It rests
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on the assumption of two fundamental relationships, both of which must be
balanced: there should be a balance between population size and available
resources on the one hand, and between population growth and economic
growth on the other.®

Population is basically seen as an input problem at the national level. The
question is whether there are enough natural resources to sustain a certain
number of people within given national boundaries. There is also mention, in
the report, that people should have equitable access to the overall resources
pool, as such equitable access as well as further economic growth are both
important means to get fertility rates down. Says the Commission: ‘sustainable
economic growth and equitable access to resources are two of the more certain
routes towards lower fertility rates’ .7 In other words, lowering fertility is seen
by the Commission as being achievable through social and economic
development alone.

Since ‘almost any activity that increases well-being and security lessens
people’s desires to have more children than they and national ecosystems can
support’,m the second strategy envisaged by the Commission is to balance
population growth rates with economic growth rates. Starting with the realistic
assumption that populations will continue to grow, the Commission advocates
higher economic growth as well as better education — called ‘improving the
human potential’ — and technological improvements in order to make more
efficient use of the available natural resource base, or even enhancing this
natural resources base. Again, this is achievable through economic growth.
Overall, then, the Commission’s main recommendation for dealing with
population growth is more development: ‘A concern for population growth
must therefore be part of a broader concern for a more rapid rate of economic
and social development in the developing countries.’"!

While the Commission certainly pursues the laudatory aim of providing
equitable access to resources, this is combined with advocating further growth
in order to raise the poor to the levels of the rich. Yet, this is a dangerous idea
because the Commission’s own figures show that the rich are consuming the
vast bulk of resources, which is the major reason for the present crisis to begin
with. The Commission’s own figures show, for example, that the populations
of the Northern countries, with a quarter of the world’s inhabitants, consume
fifteen times as much paper as their counterparts in the South. Demand from

the poor for fuelwood is another major cause of deforestation, but given that
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the numbers of people consuming trees for paper, furniture and construction
purposes are much smaller than those felling them for fuel, and the proportion
of wood used is considerably higher, it would surely be more effective to act
in the North first.

None of these ratios is at all new. The economist E.F. Schumacher used
similar figures in his famous book Small is Beautiful, published in 1973.12 He
showed that the United States with 5.6 per cent of the world’s population was
consuming 63 per cent of the world’s natural gas, 44 per cent of the world’s
coal, 42 per cent of the world’s aluminium, and 33 per cent of the world’s

copper and petroleum, all non-renewable resources. He said:

It is obvious that the world cannot afford the USA. Nor can it afford Western Europe or Japan.
In fact, we might come to the conclusion that the Earth cannot afford the ‘modern world’. . . .
The Earth cannot afford, say, 15 per cent of its inhabitants — the rich who are using all the
marvellous achievements of science and technology — to indulge in a crude, materialistic way
of life which ravages the Earth. The poor don’t do too much damage; the modest people don’t
do much damage. Virtually all the damage is done by, say 15 per cent ... The problem

passengers on spaceship Earth are the first class passengers and no one else.

In the Brundtland report and in many other reports similar ratios can be found
for the consumption of most resources and for the production of most
pollutants. But, after quoting such figures, the Commission fails to draw the
logical conclusions. It even misses the real point, since it concludes that
poverty is the cause of environmental degradation and that higher living-
standards will therefore reduce population growth and wasteful consumption.
The Commission clearly does not seem to understand that economic growth
leads to more consumption and that more consumption leads to more
pollution. Even the currently accepted indicators of national income show that
those activities that lead to the quickest economic growth cause an increase in
pollution. For example, the World Bank reports that ‘environmentally benign
activities usually contribute a smaller portion to national income than do
environmentally malignant ones’. 13 Had the Commission realized this and not
been blinded by the development myth, it might have concluded that
redistribution and de-industrialization would serve the global environment

better than further economic growth.

16



WHOSE COMMON FUTURE?

FOOD SECURITY

Under this heading the Brundtland Commission expresses its concern about
how to feed the planet’s growing population. The report goes through a wide
variety of statistics to show that most of the world has too little to eat despite
the fact that food production has continuously outstripped population growth.
It also discusses a series of environmental problems impacting negatively on
global food production, such as soil erosion, soil acidification, deforestation,
and desertification, as well as soil and water pollution. Yet, very optimistically,
the report states that ‘global agriculture has the potential to grow enough food
for all’.'* Let us see how the Commission comes to such a conclusion and how
it conceives of global food security.

Given the Commission’s assumption that there is enough food, it sees food
security basically as a distribution problem. And such a problem can, of course,
be solved by better management, especially on the ‘ultimate scale of
distribution’, i.e. the global scale. In addition, food security is also seen as a
traditional political problem, especially on the level of national agricultural
policy. The argument of the Commission is in fact very close to the argument
we can see in GATT: it is specially subsidized production which is seen as being
environmentally (and economically) damaging, since subsidies (in the North)
lead to surpluses, which depress international market prices, which in turn
‘keeps down prices received by Third World farmers and reduces incentives
to improve domestic food production’. 15 In short, it states that it is ‘the short-
sighted policies that are leading to degradation of the agricultural resource
base’.!® There is no mention of the skewed system of food production such as
monocultures, the loss of seed varieties, multinational control, land owner-
ship, and much more.

Cursory mention is made in the report of the fact that most of the planet’s
scientifically stored genetic material is in the hands of Northern laboratories
and that private companies are increasingly seeking proprietary rights to
improved seed varieties while ignoring the rights of the country they were
imported from. Only a few years ago, India for example still had some 30,000
varieties of rice, all of which had different functions and were adapted to
different climatic and other conditions. Today, only fifteen varieties cover
three-quarters of the Coun'cry.17 If the native crops are slowly destroyed or

forgotten, and the world’s poor have to depend on expensive, less robust and
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imported seeds, they will never be able to support themselves.

Overall, the problem of Southern agricultural exports is badly fudged in the
Brundtland report. While the Commission spends a fair amount of time on the
subject of the North dumping subsidized grain in the South, there is hardly any
correlation drawn between hunger and poverty and the fact that large private
land holdings in the South are being used to grow cash crops for export to the
North, rather than feeding the people in the country. The one section on the
subject points out that during the 198384 famine in the Sahel, Burkina Faso,
Chad, Mali, and Niger harvested record amounts of cotton, i.e. 154 million
tons of cotton fibre, a sevenfold increase over the harvest in 1962. At the same
time, the Sahel region set a record for cereal imports, i.e. 1.77 million tons,
up almost nine times over a corresponding period of just over 20 years. The
Commission does not draw a conclusion from this, nor does it mention that,
simultaneously, world cotton prices have been steadily falling,

The answer of the Brundtland Commission is to emphasize economic
growth, export diversification, commodity agreements, and other subsidy
policies so that people can actually afford food. As Brundtland points out, the
Southern countries cannot compete against Northern food exports because
their prices are artificially lowered by subsidies like the EC’s Common
Agricultural Policy. But countries have to realize that they face a Catch 22
situation. They can only buy this cheap food with foreign exchange, which they
can only get by selling cash crops and natural resources at steadily falling prices,
thus accelerating the erosion of local self-sufficiency. Yet, would it not be better
to take a lesson from the decade-long nosedive in prices and stop depending
on exports? Why should a country spend its valuable foreign exchange buying
food and selling cash crops whose prices are falling? Does it not make sense
to grow the food for the local people first?

In short, the Commission regards the problems as basically technical and
political ones, such as the poor design of irrigation systems, the incorrect
application of agricultural devices, subsidy allocation, and so on. The problem,
however, is systemic. The report, moreover, takes population and its growth
as given. The challenge is not, as Brundtland suggests, ‘to increase food
production to keep pace with demand’."® In doing so, the Commission
basically imagines a technofix: ‘new technologies (will) provide opportunities
for increasing productivity while reducing pressures on resources’.'” To sum

up, the Commission envisages some sort of second Green Revolution, which,
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this time around, will not only be managed globally, but moreover include local
people, especially women, in the overall management scheme. To recall, the
Green Revolution subsidized the buying of sced, fertilizers, and pesticides, but
of course the only people who could afford to buy these were the ones who
had access to capital and were then rewarded with large profits. The poor ones
who bought into this scheme were poorer as a result of it. In many countries
the Green Revolution failed completely because, in addition, the new crops

were totally unsuited to the land and caused further famine.

SPECIES AND ECOSYSTEMS

The way the Brundtland Commission talks about species and ecosystems is
actually symptomatic of the way it sces biological diversity, nature, and the
biosphere: nature is basically viewed as an economic resource to be used for
further development. Again, there is a big discrepancy between the diagnosis
and the proposed solutions.

The Commission recognizes the alarming rate of species extinction, which
is ‘hundreds of times higher and could easily be thousands of times higher than
the average background rate of extinction’.?® But having diagnosed this, it
immediately downplays the issue — ‘extinction has been a fact of life since it
first emergcd’21 — and offers a highly unsophisticated analysis of the causes of
species extinction and, by extension, of environmental degradation. All
damage to the environment, it says, is caused by so-called *human activities’.
The most sophisticated the Commission gets in identifying the causes of
environmental destruction is when it blames ‘large populations’, ‘poverty’,
and ‘shifting agriculture’. It also mentions the role of logging policies of many
countries that encourage timber exports and livestock ranching,

As a consequence of this very weak analysis, the proposed actions necessarily
remain quite general and ideological. For the Commission, the ‘hirst priority
is to establish the problem of disappearing species and threatened ecosystems
on political agendas as a major economic resource [sic!] issue’.?? In other
words, the priority is to reframe environmental destruction in terms of
national economic development policies. Thus, plants, animals, micro-
organisms, and the non-living elements of the environment on which they

depend become ‘living natural resources’, which are, moreover, ‘crucial for
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development’.23 Tropical forests, for example, become ‘reservoirs of biolog-
ical diversity’ waiting to be ‘developed economically’.24 In short, the answer
the Commission proposes in response to species extinction and habitat
destruction, for example, is basically to put species, biodiversity, and nature
overall on to the national and international development agenda, i.e. to make
them resources for development.

Consequently, species should be managed like all other natural resources,
possibly by making use of new technologies, such as bicengineering, The
Commission even goes as far as to propose a ‘gene revolution’ to succeed the
Green Revolution, which, as we have seen, was a disaster. Heavily influenced
by conservationist environmentalists, in particular WWEF and IUCN, the
Commission proposes more parks and wildlife conservation areas as the
answer. However, in contrast to the 1950s and the 1960s, when species were
‘parked’ in such areas, in today’s new approach species protection must be
linked to development. Says the Brundtland report: *. .. governments could
think of “parks for development” [sic!], insofar as parks serve the dual purpose
of protecting for species habitat and development processes at the same
time’.?* To be sure, such species protection and development is, before all, a
national task.

It is clear that the Commission does not adequately analyse the causes of
species extinction in particular, and environmental degradation in general.
Therefore, many of the solutions the Commission proposes are, in our view,
still causes. For example, the Commission applauds the efforts of the World
Bank and the US Agency for International Development (USAID) in paying for
conscrvation, but curiously fails to mention that these are two major
subsidizers of timber and agricultural export as well as resettlement policies,
both leading to species extinction.

The main focus is on national and international management. Community
knowledge is basically ignored. Rather, the public needs to be educated, it says,
but it fails to notice that the public may once have known all of this or may
still know some of it. It suggests, instead, that these people should be required
to learn intensive agricultural methods using more fertilizers and pesticides,
ignoring the recommendations of the previous chapter on food security, which
pointed out that these chemicals were contributors to species extinction.

Overall, the Commission seems to ignore that there is such a thing as an

ecological rationality. It has no sense that this might contradict the economic
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rationality which the Commission imposes upon everything, be it species,

biclogical diversity, ecosystems, or nature.

SUSTAINABLE INDUSTRIAL
DEVELOPMENT

The Comunission seems to be perfectly aware of some negative environmental
consequences of industrial development, and related energy production. It
mentions in particular hazardous waste, chemical and nuclear risks, soil, air
and water pollution, as well as climatic change. On the other hand, the
Commission never mentions negative social and cultural consequences of
industrial development. Of course, for the Commission industrial develop-
ment is not only desirable, it is imperative. And industry is the key: ‘Industry
is central to the economies of modern societies and an indispensable motor of
growth. ... Many essential human needs can be met only [sic!] through goods
and services provided by industry. The production of food requires increasing
amounts of agrochemicals and machinery’.26 In other words, there are growing
needs, and the growth of industry, so the argument goes, is the only way to
satisfy these needs. Sustainable development therefore means, in essence,
sustainable industrial development. An annual 3 per cent global per capita GDP
growth is ‘regarded in this report as a minimum for reasonable develop-
ment’ %’

Everything the Commission writes about — in this case waste reduction,
pollution control, risk management, and energy consumption and efficiency —
must be seen against the background of this industrial growth imperative. All
these measures should at least not cut into growth, but if at all possible enhance
growth. The main question for the Brundtland Commission, therefore, is how
to sustain industrial development without cutting into the resources upon
which future growth depends. This is the definition of sustainable develop-
ment: ‘sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs’.?® The main way to achieve this, according to the Commission, is
therefore increased efficiency resulting from technological improvements.
‘The Commission believes that energy efficiency should be the cutting edge of

national energy policies for sustainable development’ .2 But even this efficiency
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argument must be seen against the background of the growth imperative: the
argument says, in essence, that the same or more economic and industrial
growth can be achieved with less energy (and material input). The goal
therefore is growth and not an ecologically sustainable level of industrial
production.

If in relative terms the energy input per capita GNP increase diminishes,
absolute consumption of energy therefore will still grow. The following quote
illustrates this argument: ‘The woman who cooks in an earthern pot over an
open fire uses perhaps eight times more energy than an affluent neighbour with
a gas stove and aluminum pans. The poor who light their homes with a wick
dipped in a jar of kerosene get one fiftieth of the illumination of a 100-watt
electric bulb, but use just as much energy’.a’0 However, this whole efficiency
argument developed against the background of the growth imperative is
basically flawed: of course a 100-watt light bulb is 50 times more efficient than
a wick dipped in kerosene. And of course a gas stove is about eight times more
efficient than cooking over an open fire. However, the argument does not take
into account all the energy that was needed to build and is still needed to
maintain the entire natural gas and electric infrastructure to begin with. Not
to mention the fact that the efficiency argument only refers to technological
improvements, neglecting social and cultural consequences of such industrial
development.

In short, the efficiency argument developed by the Brundtland Commission
— be it technological, economic, or organizational efficiency — only makes
sense against the background of sustained industrial development. It is indeed
questionable whether at a given level of industrial development substantial
resource and energy saving technological improvements can actually be made,
and whether in a pre-industrial society, for example, cooking over a woodstove
is not the ‘most efficient technology’. In any case, the Commission considers
that technological improvements leading to more efficiency can only be made

by further industrial development, and not by looking at past experiences.
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FROM MILITARY TO ENVIRONMENTAL
SECURITY

Of all the agents involved in the UNCED process, the Brundtland Commission
is the only one to have explicitly addressed the military. This can be explained
by the fact that the Commission took as a reference point the Brandt report
on North-South relations and the Palme report on the nuclear predicament.
As a matter of fact, there is no doubt that the Brundtland Commission and its
mandate are heavily conditioned by the overall East—West context of the early
1980s, i.e. by the so-called Euromissile crisis. The Palme report discussed the
resulting threat in Our Common Secun'ty,3 ! and the Brundtland Commission was
actually much influenced by the same threat, as the title Our Common Future
suggests. It was against this threat — perhaps best exemplified in the theory of
the ‘nuclear winter’, which also appeared for the first time in 1982 — that the
Brundtland Commission emerged. Since then the global environmental
questions have remained focused on this nuclear threat. As the Brundtland
Commission says, its work occurred against the background of a ‘widespread
feeling of frustration and inadequacy in the international community about our
own ability to address the vital global issues and deal effectively with them’.*?
Indeed, the Commission was above all concerned that environmental
degradation could become an additional source of political contlicts. Says the

Commission:

Nations must turn away from the destructive logic of an ‘arms culture’ and focus instead on their
common future. The level of armaments and the destruction they could bring about bear no
relation to the political conflict that triggered the arms competition in the first place. Nations
must not become prisoners of their own arms race. They must face the common danger inherent
in the weapons of the nuclear age. They must face the common challenge of providing for
sustainable development and act in concert to remove the growing environmental sources of

conflict.??

We fully agree with the Commission in its opinion that war and security
problems have created major environmental stress by, for example, displacing
people from their homes. We note with equal discomfort the fact that military
spending equals the income of the poorest half of humanity and that more than
half of the world’s scientists are engaged in research for this. We laud the fact

that the Commission has pointed a finger at the ‘military-industrial complex’
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and at the fact that military expenditure is more ‘import-intensive’ and creates
few jobs.

But we also note that the ‘arms culture’ as the Brundtland Commission calls
it is not analysed. The financiers and profit-makers of the arms race are not
mentioned. Given that the military is one of the largest polluters in the world
in the amount of toxic waste it produces, the energy it consumes and the pain
and death that its products cause, surely the Commission should have also
talked about the importance of regulating the military industries. Instead, it
hands the issue over to international agreements and cooperation to create
more security and reduce the need for weapons, certainly a must, but much
less effective than committing national governments to stop encouraging the
production, the import, and the export of weapons.

As a result of this lack of analysis of the military-industrial complex and its
role in industrial development, the chapter of the Brundtland report on peace
and security turns into a way of redefining environmental problems in security
terms. By considering environmental degradation as yet another cause of
conflict among nation-states — which is the basic political unit the Commission
considers — the concept of security is enlarged and applied to the environment
as well. Says the Commission: ‘Action to reduce environmental threats to
security requires a redefinition of priorities, nationally and globally. Such a
redefinition could evolve through the widespread acceptance of broader forms
of security assessment and embrace military, political, environmental, and
other sources of conflict’.**

Political and environmental sources of conflict are therefore put on the same
level and made comparable which, of course, they are not. But by considering
the environment as a security issue along with other political issues, the causes
of such environmental conflict can be acted upon, it is argued, in the same way
as the causes of political conflict, i.e. among others through more develop-
ment. As a result, military spending is weighed against spending for

development. Says the Commission:
The true cost of the arms race is the loss of what could have been produced instead with scarce
capital, labor skills, and raw materials. . . . Nations are seeking a new era of economic growth.

The level of spending on arms diminishes the prospects of such an era — especially one that

emphasizes the more efficient use of raw materials, energy, and skilled human resources. >

In short, in this analysis the military is simply an impediment to future
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development. It is basically for this reason, not for its environmentally and
culturally destructive consequences, that the Brundtland Commission criticizes
the military. Common environmental security therefore becomes an issue of
redirecting the money from the military to development, cspecially sustainable
development. Striving for common security therefore becomes identical to
striving for sustainable development.

Not to have analysed in depth the status and the role of the military in the
global environmental crisis has yet another consequence: the management of
environmental problems is secn by the Brundtland Commission in very similar
terms as the management of military and political conflicts. Though the
Commission notes that ‘there are, of course, no military solutions to
environmental insecurity’ ,*® it nevertheless proposes to deal with environmen-
tal insecurity in the very same way as international conflicts have historically
been dealt with, i.e. through the ‘joint management and multilateral
procedures and mechanisms’.?” This approach — sometimes also called
Cooperative management, among nation-states of course — is how the
Commission proposes to deal with the environment as a security issue. The

Commission says:

1t would be highly desirable if the appropriate international organizations, including appropriate
UN bodies and regional organizations, were to pool their resources - and draw on the most
sophisticated surveillance technology available - to establish a reliable early warning system for
environmental risk and conflict. Such a system would monitor indicators of risk and potential
disputes, such as soil erosion, growth in regional migration, and uses of commons that are
approaching the thresholds of sustainability. The organizations would also offer their services for

helping the respective countries to establish principles and institutions for joint management.*®
In short, not properly analysing the military lcads the Brundtland Commission
to propose a military kind of international management of environmental
problems and resources, the so-called commons.

THE COMMONS
Potentially, for the Brundtland Commission, the commons include all the
planet’s resources, since these are in common to all people and do not just

belong to nation-states. However, the idea of the commons is thought of from
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the perspective of what nation-states currently do manage in common, i.e.
deep oceans, Antarctica, and space. The dangers of over-exploitation of the
oceans through the fishing of coastal and deep sea areas, pollution from toxic
dumping or run-off from land-based development into the oceans, and careless
disposal of nuclear waste in the space orbits are expounded by the report. The
importance of international cooperation is stressed and the dangers of national
sclf-interest is cautioned against.

However, the traditional meaning of the term ‘commons’ is quite different
from the meaning the Brundtland Commission assigns to it.** The commons
are usually managed by people — not nation-states —at a local and not at a global
level. The commons are providing livelihoods for the people directly managing
them. Basically, the commons refer to traditional communities who own their
resources jointly and distribute their wealth wisely. By referring to the same
term, ‘the commons’, the Brundtland Commission wants to make us believe
that the planet as a whole can be managed in the very same way. However, this
use of the term should not make us forget that the Commission effects two
fundamental transformations here. First, the global commons are, in its view,
no longer managed by traditional communities and their members, but by
nation-states. Second, managing the global commons is not about the wise use
of the wealth locally produced. Rather, global management of the commons is
simultaneously resource and risk management.

The idea of global management hands over the policing of the commons and
their sustainable development to a global establishment, its institutions and
agreements. Global management means global policing and therefore a
militaristic model of fighting for ‘freer’ and more ‘competitive’ markets that
will supposedly distribute things more equitably without examining the
inherent nature of enclosure, export, and community destruction in these
methods. Quite logically, the recommendations of the Commission for legal
and institutional change all pertain to global resources and risk management.
Community groups have received little support from the Commission apart
from that given to NGOs. But this support is interesting, because it mentions
them mostly in the context of their ability to reach groups that government
agencies cannot and taking on jobs that need to be done. Note that the
orientation is top—down: priority goes to governmental and international
institutions and when they are not able to solve the problems from above,

NGOs are given this task. The idea that community groups might know more
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than governments, and that they might be better suited to support the

commons, is not considered.

CONCLUSION

To sum up the discussion of the Brundtland report we can conclude that the
Commission basically reformulates the by-now old development myth, i.e. the
myth of unlimited industrial development. It is the old idea of stages in the
development process where, in a first stage, a given society draws from its
natural resource base in order to build up its own intellectual, economic, and
technological capacities. The second stage of development is then said to draw
upon these capacities, rather than on the natural resources base. This model
is based on the idea that gradually a society can make itself become independent
of nature. ‘Sustainable development’, then, is just another word for an
economic process that is drawing on a society’s techno-economic capacities,
rather than on the natural resources base. Of course, there are ‘no limits to
growth’ in this model, given that the more developed a society is, the less it
depends on resources that are external to it, i.e. the more it can develop
sustainably. It is with this prospect of achieving independence from nature that
most natural and engineering sciences are developed. And it is with the
Complementary prospect of optimizing a society’s management capacity to
sustain such development that the social sciences are pushed forward.
Therefore, sustainable development becomes a matter of financial and human
capital, technology, and organizational capacity. If some societies have not
achicved sustainable development yet, so gocs the argument, it is basically
because they lack the financial, human, technological, and organizational
capacity to do so. If other, more developed, societies do not do well in terms
of sustainable development, this, so goes the argument, is due to a lack of
cconomic, technological, and organizational efficiency.

So far the discourse of the Brundtland Commission is, therefore, hardly
new. The only new element is that development is now looked at from a
planetary or global perspective. Instead of stressing the development of a given
society or country, the stress is now on the development of the planet as a
whole. In that sense, the Brundtland Commission has succeeded where GATT

has failed. It has managed to make the development discourse universal. One

27



THE DOCUMENTS

of the key tools in doing so has been the ambiguous use of the term ‘commons’
or ‘global commons’. From the Commission’s perspective, the commons are
the natural resources available planet-wide. These resources are needed in
order to move societies to the second stage of industrial development, i.e. to
sustainable development. Also, looking at these resources on a planetary scale,
the Commission at least implicitly admits a certain finiteness of these
resources. However, the Commission still thinks that the major limits to
growth are not the natural resources, but the state of technology and social
organization. Qutput limits — such as pollution — are only of interest to the
Commission if they risk damaging the resource base. Says the Brundtland

report:

The concept of sustainable development does imply limits — not absolute limits but limitations
imposed by the present state of technology and social organization on environmental resources
and by the ability of the biosphere to absorb the effects of human activity. But technology and

social organization can both be improved to make way for a new era of economic growth.40

The commons are, in the eyes of the Commission, the natural resources on
which all societies need to draw in order to get them to the second stage of
sustainable development. Using the idea of the commons in this global context
is, as we have shown, a perversion of the original meaning of the term. The
commons are the common land used by a local community for activities that
benefit the entire community. Commons were therefore managed by the
community. Referring to the planetary resource base in terms of ‘commons’
suggests that the ‘human community’ is to manage these commons. However,
the crux is that on a global level the Commission is not thinking of the
community of individuals, but of the community of nation-states. The
Commission refers to the oceans, space, and Antarctica as examples of a
common management of common resources, as well as risks affecting these
resources. Implicitly, however, the Commission thinks that all resources should
be managed in common, i.e. between nation-states. Note the shift from
communities of individuals managing their commons to the community of
states managing the global commons.

In short, the Brundtland report strengthens the old development discourse
by lifting it to a planetary imperative. As in the original development paradigm,
sustainable development — which is but another term for ‘modernity’ — is to

be achieved in the second stage of development. From a planetary perspective,

28



WHOSE COMMON FUTURE?

which is the only novelty the Brundtland report proposes, we are currently in
transition from the first stage (pillage of natural resources or pre-modernity)
to the second stage (sustainable development or modernity). This process, the
Commission says, has to be managed on a global scale, and its managers are

the existing nation-states.
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The report of the South Commission entitled The Challenge to the South is
another important document to put in the context of the UNCED process.
Although the origin of the South Commission is unrelated to that process, the
political positions articulated in the report became increasingly important as
the UNCED negotiations unfolded. The Commission was set up in 1987 by the
non-aligned movement on the initiative of Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir
Mohamad and headed by the former President of Tanzania, Julius Nyerere. Its
role was threefold: to investigate the common problems of the Southern
countries; to examine the possibilities of their working together to solve these
problems; and to develop a new dialogue with the North.

It was set up at just about the same time that the Brundtland Commission
delivered its report, but was originally concerned with very different
problems. Indeed, ‘“for most countries of the South, the decade of the 1980s
came to be regarded as a lost decade for devv::lopment’.1 The South
Commission identified in its report various aspects of this ‘development crisis
of the 1980s’. In the beginning of the 1980s economic activity in the
industrialized countries slowed down and reduced the demand for imports
from the South. Also, the ‘debt-related transfers, normally from North to
South, were reversed and became a major drain on Southern economies as
from 1984’2 This was, moreover, aggravated by the fact that almost all
commodity prices fell in the second half of the decade. Finally, *direct foreign
investment in developing countries fell by about two thirds in real terms
between 1982 and 1985’.°

As a result, and after the development decade of the 1970s, many

developing countries experienced a crisis in the 1980s, not to mention the loss
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of many illusions associated with the perspective of future development. On
top of that, the end of the Cold War did not lead to renewed interest from the
North in the South. Rather, a situation arose where ‘both attention and
technical and financial resources are being directed from development in the
South to economic reconstruction of Eastern Europe’.4 In short, the South
Commission emerged in the context of the betrayal of the hopes the South had
started to nourish in the 1970s. The ‘crisis of development’ is, therefore, above
all a crisis of the perspective of further development.

The environment is not really part of the considerations of the South
Commission. In fact, of the 300-page report, only a few pages are devoted to
environmental issues and problems. At the Least Developed Countries (LDC)
meeting in Paris in September 1990 of the 42 poorest countries of the world,
where the Commission presented the report, a Bangladeshi diplomat told a
press conference that they could not be bothered about the environment when
their people were starving to death. However, as the UNCED negotiations got
more serious in 1991, Southern governments stopped complaining that the
environment was a luxury of the rich, and started to get their act together.
Perhaps they began either to understand that food security, as the Brundtland
Commission had pointed out, was also an environmental issue, or they realized
that the environment was a bargaining chip for the South, an issue around
which they could rally and demand more help from the North.

As a result, the South Center (established in Geneva at the South
Commission’s final meeting in October 1990) published a 20-page brochure
entitled ‘Environment and Development: Towards a Common Strategy of the
South in the UNCED Negotiations and Beyond’.5 As we will see later, this
brochure is more specific about the environment than is the South Commis-
sion’s report. Yet, it is above all a strategy paper for the Southern governments
in order to get the North to give further support to Southern industrial
development, using Northern environmental concern as leverage.

To sum up, the South Commission’s main and almost only concern is
industrial development and economic growth. This is not very surprising,
seeing that almost all of the Commission’s 29 members have, at some point
in their lives, been either economics professors or ministers of economic
planning and development, or both. Needless to say, the South Commission is
basically a reflection of the Southern countries’ most Westernized ¢lites. It

comes as no surprise that these Southern élites, as represented in the
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Commission, are most interested in the pursuit of development. They look at
it from a national, from a South—South, and from a North—South perspective,

a distinction we will follow here.

ECONOMIC GROWTH — THE NATIONAL
PERSPECTIVE

When it comes to development ~ and that is all their report is about — the
South Commission is at least clear: no need to use such ambiguous terms as
‘sustainable development’. Instead, the Commission talks about ‘sustained
development’ and ‘economic growth’, for which all national resources,
including women, must be ‘mobilized” — note the military language. For the
South such growth is said to be ‘imperative’. The basic unit for achieving it
remains the nation-state. Indeed, the state’s role in promoting economic
growth and development is given much thought in the report. The South
Commission seeks to make clear that there is a need for state intervention in
order to promote the capacity-building that is normally neglected by the
market, such as education and scientific research and development. It also
points out that many Southern states have administrative systems that were set
up by their former colonial masters in order to serve their — the colonists —
best interests. And it makes some very valuable suggestions on the importance
of rethinking the state.

However, all this serves the purpose of making the state more fit to be a
development agent. It is from this perspective that the report encourages
public participation as well as scientific research and development. People need
to be ‘mobilized’” in order to participate actively in the national development
endeavour. Appropriate political structures — such as democracy and public
participation — have to be allowed in order to promote economic growth. Says

the Commission:

Development can be achieved only if a nation’s people — its farmers, workers, artisans, traders,
businessmen, entrepreneurs, and public officials — are able to use their energies creatively and
discharge their functions effectively. This in turn is critically dependent on the establishment of
efficient institutional mechanisms - both private and public - that enable all economic actors

to play their roles.®
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And appropriate political reforms — such as land reforms — have to be allowed
as well: ‘Land reforms leading to more equitable patterns of ownership and
more efficient land use are indispensable for increasing agricultural production
and food security’.7 The same idea of ‘mobilizing civil society for develop-
ment’ applies also to women. Says the Commission: ‘The mobilization of
women as equal partners in all development processes therefore needs priority
attention of policymakers’ 2

In all fairness it must be said that the report does state that ‘development
should be consistent with the evolving culture of the people’ .2 However, if one
examines in more detail what the Commission means by ‘culture’, one finds
a very Western definition, namely one where culture has no relationship with
nature, i.e. it is conceived basically as a luxury, a form of ‘collective
entertainment’. '° If the Commission is interested in culture at all, this is, abave
all, because ‘cultural values can produce social reactions, from apathy to
hostility, that hinder efforts to implement development strategies’.‘1 There-
fore, not surprisingly, ‘development strategies . . . must include as a goal the
development of culture itself”. 12 Although it is not said explicitly in the report,
popular cultures will have to evolve towards a ‘scientific culture’ if economic
growth is to be achieved successfully in the South,

The Commission does, however, say explicitly that the adoption of
Northern, Western, and modern science must be a stated goal of any
development strategy: ‘The creation, mastery, and utilization of modern
science and technology are basic achievements that distinguish the advanced
from the backward world, the North from the South .... Thus, future
development policies will need to address with great vigor the closing of the
knowledge gap with the North’."® Therefore, there is an urgent need for
so-called ‘human resources development’ and ‘capacity-building’. Says the
Commission: ‘Progress in this field calls for the overhaul of educational
systems, in order that more attention may be given to education in science and
to training in engineering and technical skills’. 14

Capacity-building, democratization and political reforms are all seen by the
Commission as necessary prerequisites in order to embark on the path of
national economic growth. This is especially true in these difficult times when
such economic growth in the South can no longer be expected to result
automatically from the economic growth in the North through a trickle-down
effect, nor from Northern aid, given the East—West rivalry. Such ‘self-reliant
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and people-centered’ — substitute ‘national’ - development will have to focus,
according to the Commission, on four areas, namely agricultural development
and food security, industrialization, service industries, and trade strategies.

The Commission does analyse the complicated and increasingly difficult
trade situation for the South. Indeed, the South has always been at a
disadvantage in international trade treaty discussions, for example in places like
the GATT talks where it has few negotiators and often no expertise at all. Also,
both countries and multinationals in the North are undergoing further
consolidation into the unified North American and European Community
trading blocs that will strengthen their producers while impeding Southern
products, and making life very difficult for Southern producers unless they
band together in a similar fashion. But despite these observations, the
development ideology prevails over common sense, and the Commission
concludes that international trade — together with fast and strong national
economic growth — is the main ‘tool of progress’.

In the same way as for the North, industrialization is a key part of the
Commission’s development strategy. It recommends that attention be paid to
economic efficiency and technological dynamism. Once again, proper incen-
tives, subsidies, and taxes are discussed in some detail. The Commission is also
in favour of Southern countries’ taking advantage of the new and fast growing
service industries like tourism and finance.

Under the heading of agricultural development and food security, the South
Commission discusses the issue of unequal distribution of land and the
dumping of cheap food from Northern countries. But, like the Brundtland
Commission, it largely ignores the fact that the best land in the South is often
engaged in producing export crops, although it is critical of government
policies that do not promote food production for local consumption and those
that encourage the consumption of imported foods. For Africa, the report says,
new crops need to be found that will suit the fragile soil. Particular attention
needs to be paid to post-harvest storage methods to aveid the 40 per cent loss
at that stage. Overall, the message of the Commission in this matter can be
summarized as the ‘industrialization of agriculture’. Says the Commission:
‘Particular importance needs to be attached to industry’s link with agriculture.
The rapid expansion of the cultivation of food crops can be facilitated by
industrialization’.'® This is not surprising, since in the Commission’s eyes the

environmentally and culturally destructive Green Revolution has actually been
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a success to be replicated: “The successful achievement by the Green revolution
in Asia has lessons for countries with sluggish agricultural growth’. 16

It is only in connection with security and agricultural development that the
environment is actually mentioned by the Commission. Just as for the
Brundtland Commission, the environment is basically an economic resource.
As such it has to be rationally managed, while being further exploited. Says the
Commission: ‘The countries of the South will need to make a concerted effort
to counteract environmental stress, as sustained development will require
preservation and development of natural resources, as well as their rational
cxploi’tation’.17 Overall, the message is that ‘the South has no alternative but
to pursue a path of rapid economic growth, and hence to industrialize’. '8 And
the Commission insists: “This [industrialization and pollution] is just, as well
as necessary, given the enormous disparity in the levels of energy consumption
between the North and the South, and the indisputable right of the South to

19

develop rapidly to improve the well-being of its people’.

SOUTH-SOUTH COOPERATION

This part of the South Commission’s report is perhaps a more significant
contribution to the political debate than the previous part on sustaining
national industrial development. Indeed, all the Commission says about
development hardly breaks new ground. Almost all of it has been examined at
length by economists and other development thinkers over the past twenty
years. Much effort has been made over the years to implement these new
policies, generally with disastrous consequences for the people, their cultures,
and the environment, local and global.

Southern cooperation too is not a new idea, but has hardly ever been
implemented in any serious manner. So the South Commission’s call for strong
collective action, such as the need for the South to speak together on issues
of common concern like debt, is still welcome. However, it is disappointing
to see that much of this discussion centres on creating Northern style
institutions in the South. Yet this is not really surprising, as Northern style
institutions are probably best suited to further the Northern style development
the Commission seeks to promote.

The Commission starts off by explaining the rigidities of a world organized
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along North—South lines where all the trading routes are directed northwards.
It notes the phenomenal economic success of oil production agreements and
argues that this should be extended to more of the commodities that the South
exports. Unfortunately, it hardly mentions the fact that UNCTAD has been
working on this issue for decades with a singular lack of success, mainly
because of the subordinate role that it plays to more powerful institutions like
GATT which have exactly the opposite interests. Attempts to shore up the
prices of several commodities like coffee and rubber by controlling production
have met with little success. UN institutions have also not had much success
helping countrics diversify production after the collapse of prices of major
exports. Nor does the Commission address contradictions to its supposed
concern for the environment that may arise through creating a major demand
for importing toxic waste to the South, for example.

The Commission goes on to explain the necessity of creating Southern
institutions that will ensure Southern cooperation in a variety of areas. For
example, it thinks that it is very important to create Southern multinationals
and a South Bank that will take on the role of the World Bank, but for the
South. Multinationals and the World Bank are possibly two of the worst
examples of Northern development strategy, as they are two of the biggest
contributors to cultural and environmental destruction in the South in recent
years. It would be particularly disastrous to ape these institutions as part of a
strategy for South—South cooperation. More valuable ideas include Southern
institutions that would gather and exchange Southern knowledge such as a
proposed South Secretariat to organize Southern countries to speak with a
collective voice, the proposal for regional groups to help settle regional
contflicts, and the recombination to strengthen existing institutions like the
Third World Academy of Sciences. Perhaps the South Center, created in 1990
as the follow-up to the South Commission, is meant to be a step in this
direction. But why, then, is the South Center located in Geneva, Switzerland?
And then again, the South Commission does not have any particular concern
for traditional knowledge systems and local communities. All the suggestions
for the creation or support of Southern institutions are in fact directed at
copying Northern science, technology, education, and institutions in order to

boost trade and economic growth in the South.
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NORTH-SOUTH RELATIONS

Quite logically, since the South and the North are basically aspiring to and
competing for the same goals, their relationship is portrayed by the South
Commission in terms of conflict, especially, as we shall see, when it comes to
the environment. Of course, the Commission does call for debt cancellation
in the vain hope that Northern multilateral and private banks will heed its
words. Like the Brundtland Commission, the South Commission also calls for
more loans as a way to build up the infrastructure of Southern countries,
emphasizing, as always, the need for the North to donate a minimum amount
of their national income. Once again, it is a statement that is, in our opinion,
hard to justify when it has become obvious over the years that more loans will
lead to more debt and, as a result, more environmental destruction. The
Commission also calls for more multinational investment as a way for Southern
countries to receive new business and technological skills. This is also a
position that is hard to justify when the Commission has spent such a lot of
time explaining that increased dependency on the North has led more and
more to the South being exploited by the North. To be fair, the Commission
does attempt to give this some balance by saying that foreign investment by
multinationals needs to be monitored for its impact on the South. But it is not
clear from the report who is going to do this monitoring.

Finally, the Commission also says that disarmament is an area that could
open up financing for the South, suggesting that part of the money saved by
a reduction in military budgets could be used to help meet Southern
technological needs. But the issue of militarization and disarmament stands out
largely by its omission. At the very beginning of the report the Commission
notes that Southern countries spend a large portion of their budgets on the
military. At no point does it mention the major role that Northern aid plays
in this, and at no point does it stress the need for disarmament in the South.
Instead, it calls mostly for new security arrangements in the South and stresses
the need for regional solutions to regional conflicts. Had the Commission
condemned the exploitation of people and the destruction of the environment
by both the North and the South through military spending, and called for the
regulation of the industries that supply military hardware, it could have made
a much stronger case for an alternative to current development strategies.

The major novelty in terms of North—South relations is probably to be found
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in the environmental field, triggered by global environmental concerns and the
UNCED process. In a very interesting briefing paper — written in 1991 by the
South Center for the Southern governments at the UNCED negotiations — the
South Commission’s thinking is translated into an environment and develop-
ment negotiation strategy. In this paper, the global environment is now
perceived as a limited pie of pollution rights, to which both the South and the
North aspire. Given, as outlined above, the South’s quest for and perceived
right to industrial development, the negotiation strategy of the Southern
governments therefore must be to ensure that the South ‘has adequate
“environmental space” for its future development’,20 environmental space
meaning the right to destroy and pollute the global environment further.
Therefore, one of the key issues for the South in the UNCED negotiations ‘is
to indicate clearly the areas where it expects the North to adjust its production
and consumption patterns in such a way as to leave the South with adequate
environmental space for its developmen‘c’.21

But although the South Center, as the South Commission before it, clearly
sees the North and South competing for environmental space for their
respective industrial development, thus articulating the new North—South
conflict, we must not forget that this conflict stems from the fact that both
share exactly the same aspirations and ideology of industrial development. As
a matter of fact, the South Commission is much clearer in articulating this
ideclogy than is the Brundtland Commission: development is an imperative for
the South, it says, ‘since only rapid industrial development can create the
resources to satisfy the basic requirements of their populations’.22 Moreover,
the Southern nations must mobilize their people for that purpose and organize
themselves in order to get the maximum out of the North. With the
environment and in the context of the UNCED process, the Southern élites
once again seem to have found a substantial bargaining point to get the North
to support their industrial development. But clearly the environment is none
of their concern. Like for the Brundtland Commission, it is a resource and

‘space’ for further industrial development.
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At Rio de Janeiro in June 1992 most heads of government signed a package
of agreements, namely a biodiversity convention, a climate change convention,
a statement on forest principles, an agreement to work towards a desertifica-
tion convention, the Rio Declaration on environment and development, and
Agenda 21, a mammoth 800-page plan for saving the planet in the twenty-first
century. In this chapter we briefly present and critically discuss these
documents.

However, to begin with, it should be made clear that the main message and
content of all these documents is above all a consolidation of the type of
thinking we have identified in the reports of the Brundtland and the South
Commissions. In other words, none of the documents displays any new or
original way of looking at environmental and developmental issues. Before
looking at each of the documents in more detail, it will be useful to recall what

all of them missed.

WHAT WAS MISSING?

What all of them missed was summarized, in our view, in a ‘10-point plan to
save the Earth Summit’ sponsored by Greenpeace International, the Forum of
Brazilian NGOs, Friends of the Earth International, and the Third World
Network (a coalition of Southern NGOs)."! This plan was presented in Rio and
endorsed by over fifty other NGOs. The plan called on the Earth Summit to

achieve the following:
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1. Legally binding targets and timetables for reduction in greenhouse gas
emissions, with industrialized countries leading the way.

2. A cut in Northern resource consumption and transformation of technol-
ogy to create ecological sustainability.

3. Global economic reform to reverse the South—North flow of resources,
improve the South’s terms of trade and reduce its debt burden.

4. An end to the World Bank control of the Global Environmental Facility
(GEF).

5. Strong international regulation of transnational corporations, plus the
restoration of the UN Center on Transnational Corporations, rather than
allowing the Business Council for Sustainable Development to go
unopposed in the UNCED process.

6. Aban on exports of hazardous wastes and on dirty industries.

7. Address the real causes of the forest destruction, since planting trees, as
UNCED proposes, cannot be a substitute for saving existing natural forests
and the cultures that live in them.

8. An end to nuclear weapons testing, phase-out of nuclear power plants and
a transition to renewable energy.

9. Binding safety measures - including a code of conduct — for bio-
technology.

10. Reconciliation of trade with environmental protection, ensuring that free

trade is not endorsed as the key to achieving sustainable development.

Neither Northern consumption, nor global economic reform, nor the role of
transnational corporations, nor nuclear energy, nor the dangers of bio-
technology were addressed in Rio, not to mention the fact that the military was
totally left off the agenda. Instead, free trade and its promoters came to be seen
as the solution to the global ecological crisis. This is, in part, due to the fact
that the underlying documents, in particular the Brundtland report, on which
the thinking in these documents is based, were flawed to begin with. As we
now examine in more detail each of the Rio documents, we refer to these
omissions and flaws. Some of them are addressed in this chapter, whereas
others are discussed later in the book. Points 7 and 9 relate to the biodiversity
convention that we discuss next, while point 1 relates to the climate change

convention that follows. Transnational corporations are discussed in detail in
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Part IIl, as is the issue of resource consumption mentioned in peint 2. Point
4, about the World Bank, is discussed in Part IV. We have already discussed
some issues raised in point 2 (consumption and resources) and point 3 (terms
of trade and debt), as well as those in point 10 (free trade). The two other
points, on international waste trade (point 6) and nuclear power (point 8), are

discussed briefly at the end of this chapter.

THE BIODIVERSITY CONVENTION

The biodiversity convention, like the climate change convention, was actually
negotiated separately from the UNCED process in a so-called international
negotiating committee (INC). Though both INCs met at different times to the
UNCED PrepComs and had different national representatives, the issues, the
stakes, and the conflicts turned out to be very similar to those that congregated
around the same questions in Agenda 21. This was particularly the case after
these two negotiations were declared part of the UNCED process.

As a matter of fact, when the negotiations for such a convention were
initiated by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in 1990,
the biodiversity convention was to become a separate convention, and
nobody planned that it would be ready to be signed in june 1992. The
origin of the convention goes back to the concern for the destruction of
the tropical rainforest, voiced mainly by Northern conservationist NGOs,
in particular [UCN and WWF. These NGOs, in collaboration with the
World Resources Institute (WRI), the World Bank, and UNEP, drafted the
original texts. They mainly dealt with the protection and conservation of
biodiversity along a quite traditional, i.e. resource management, approach.
It was only during PrepCom III in August 1991 in Geneva that the so-called
‘Group of 77" (G-77) which now comprised most developing countries
(i.e. currently 128 countries) asked that the issue of biotechnology be
included in the convention on biodiversity. Finally, a compromise document
was drawn up in Nairobi a month before Rio and taken to the Summit.
Negotiations had, in fact, been delayed because the USA had demanded
substantial changes, which they got. Despite these concessions, the USA
refused to sign the convention in Rio.

According to Patrick McCully:

41



THE DOCUMENTS

It is likely that the biodiversity convention with its legal intricacies and obscure language would
have received little attention at Rio were it not for George Bush’s — US president at that time

refusal to sign it. The US’s intransigence on this issue became a focus for NGOs’
demonstrations and press interest, the anger against Bush implying that the convention was

somehow going to mark a great advance.?

Indeed, despite many critical notes from some NGOs, the biodiversity
convention was generally considered the biggest success of the entire UNCED
process. A total of 156 countries signed the convention in Rio, and four more
have signed it since, but only six had ratified it as of February 1993. Many
NGOs were indeed keen for the convention to be signed. While recognizing
that it had many shortcomings, groups at a workshop held by the Brazilian
NGO SOS Mata Atlantica (SOS Atlantic Forest) called the convention ‘a
milestone in an ongoing process for the conservation and wise usc of the
world’s biodiversity’. The Third World Network, however, noting that last
minute changes had been made to the convention’s provisions on ownership
of genetic resources, advised Southern countries not to sign.3 Amid the
excitement of the Summit and the general anger with the USA’s pro-business
stance, few noticed the warning,

Indeed, the biodiversity convention is just one of many typical examples
where the concern for exponential destruction of the world’s biodiversity has
been perverted into a preoccupation with new scientific and (bio-)techno-
logical developments to boost economic growth. Or as Vandana Shiva puts it:
‘It is ironical that a convention for the protection of biodiversity has been
distorted into a convention to exploit it’ F Though this is not surprising, given
the conceptual framework of the Brundtland Commission discussed earlier, it
is nevertheless worth while identifying the three key arguments that cement
this perversion: first, the convention gives ‘nation-states the sovereign right to
exploit their own resources pursuant to their environmental policies’,5 thus
transforming biological diversity into a natural resource to be exploited and
manipulated. Then, the convention implicitly equates the diversity of life —
animals and plants — to the diversity of genetic codes, for which read genetic
resources. By doing so, diversity becomes something modern science can
manipulate. Finally, the convention promotes biotechnology as being ‘essential
for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity’ N

Not surprisingly, biotechnology, according to Agenda 21, is not only good

for the conservation of biodiversity, but it is also good for improving
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agricultural production as it will ‘increase the yield of major crops, livestock,
and acquaculture species’ " The biotechnology industry is therefore beneficial
to humanity in at lcast two ways, i.e. to conserve biodiversity on the one hand
and to improve production on the other. Interestingly, as Third World
Resurgence has pointed out,? the thrust of the biodiversity convention — as
well as that of chapter 16 of Agenda 21 dealing with biodiversity and
biotechnology — is exactly the same as a document prepared by the
biotechnology industry for UNCED. In it the International Biodiversity Forum
says that genetically manipulated organisms are ‘natural’ while at the same time
claiming that they are improvements upon nature due to ‘increased efficiency’.
The document, like the convention, also says that (1) ‘modern biotechnology
will help maintain biodiversity and ensure genetic diversity’, and that
(2) ‘biotechnology will ... [provide] extensive environmental benefits for
sustainable growth’.

To recap, the main stake raised by the biodiversity convention is the issue
of ownership and control over biological diversity. In the case of the North,
and the USA in particular, the major concern was protecting the pharmaceut-
ical and emerging biotechnology industries, which get their raw material from
forests. In the case of the South, the concern was mostly ensuring that
governments and industries could continue to exploit their own natural
resources. Obviously, the convention is a compromise with considerable
advantages for the North. Who spoke and speaks for the local communities
who often sustain and depend on biodiversity for foods, medicine, and their
way of life? Once the biodiversity convention had included the question of
biotechnology — as demanded by the South — and which subsequently become
a propaganda instrument for the biotechnology industry, the main debate
between the North and the South was over patent rights, redistribution of
profits from biotechnological production, access rights and control over
genetic banks, as well as debates about the safety of biotechnology. Yet, amid
these financial and political controversies the main issue was forgotten, namely
the identification of the main causes of the destruction of biodiversity and the

drawing up of action plans to address these causes.
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THE FRAMEWORK CONVENTION ON
CLIMATE CHANGE

The negotiations for the climate convention are a good example of what
happens if a global environmental problem cannot be turned — unlike the case
of biodiversity — into the promotion of further industrial development.
Therefore, the climate negotiations are probably best characterized as an
‘effort to avoid conflicting positions through vagueness and ambiguity’ 7 Like
the biodiversity convention, the climate convention was negotiated separately,
a process initiated by the warnings of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC), which stated in 1990 that unless emissions of greenhouse gases
such as carbon dioxide were cut significantly, the world could face unprece-
dented global warming, Global warming would lead to rises in sea level and
coastal flooding, unpredictable weather patterns, and drought, and therefore
decreased agricultural productivity, and further hunger and migration. Because
carbon dioxide is mostly responsible for global warming, the IPCC concluded
that carbon emissions needed to be cut by 60 per cent at least in order simply
to stabilize current carbon levels in the atmosphere. The IPCC had also
assessed that the industrialized North accounted for the majority of carbon
dioxide emissions, basically due to the fact that such emissions are totally
correlated with fossil fuel consumption, fossil fuels being the primary motor
of industrial development. The USA alone, the IPCC stated, accounts for about
23 per cent of worldwide carbon dioxide emissions. 10

After the negotiations on emissions reduction started in the International
Negotiating Committee on Climate Change in 1990, it rapidly became clear
that at best governments would put pressure on their industries and other
greenhouse gas emitters to return to 1990 levels by the year 2000, a figure that
would not come anywhere near the 60 per cent reduction that the IPCC
scientists had called for. But the USA rapidly caused deadlock by refusing to
set a target for even stabilizing, let alone reducing, emissions of carbon dioxide,
because it said it would cause a major setback for its economy. All the other
OECD countries had agreed to go along with the 1990 target. But at the final
INC meeting in April 1992 in New York, everybody bowed to US pressure.
Previously, a US government Commission had concluded that the USA could
actually adapt to and mitigate the consequences of climate change, and

furthermore win a strategic advantage by doing this.!! As a result, the
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convention contains no legally binding commitments for industrialized
countries to stabilize, let alone to reduce, carbon dioxide emissions.

The Japanese and the European governments who had condemned the USA
for its stand, some of whom even went to Rio with a counter-proposal to steal
the thunder from the USA on the final day, quictly shelved their plans too. And
President Bush bought himself some publicity by offering to contribute
US$150 million over the next two years for Southern countries to figure out
how they could cut their greenhouse gas emissions. This proposal, of course,
is ridiculous given the fact that the USA is estimated to be the source of a
quarter of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions and therefore the best starting
point for reduction.

The convention — which is indeed a framework and not a real convention
— now only requires that Northern countries submit a list of their plans for
carbon dioxide reductions to the secretariat of the convention and report on
its follow-up. They are also ‘encouraged’ to take up joint ventures with other
countries; by planting trees in other countries which help absorb greenhouse
gases, for example, they can take credit while not cutting back on their own
emissions. Northern countries are also supposed to come up with money to
help cut emissions in the South and assist in the transfer of relevant technology
to help Southern countries in these efforts. Once again, no actual amounts of
money or precise commitments of any kind were made. Finally, Southern
countries are asked to submit an inventory of their greenhouse gas emissions
and plans to reduce them.

This toothless framework convention had been signed, as of February 1993,
by 155 countries and ratified by eleven of them. It will come into force as soon
as fifty of them have ratified it. A secretariat to monitor the follow-up of the
convention has been set up in Geneva, just as the secretariat to follow up on
the biodiversity convention is also located in Geneva, the ‘environmental
capital of the world’, as the Swiss like to think of it. The IPCC continues to
operate under the joint sponsorship of UNEP and the World Meteorological
Organization (WMO).

Yet the issue of climate change is actually quite simple compared to other
global environmental problems, as primarily the fossil-fuel based industrial
development needs to be slowed down. However, this is acceptable neither to
governments nor to any other organization whose primary mission is to

promote economic growth. None was willing to go beyond the amount of
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carbon dioxide reductions that technological progress made possible thanks to
efficiency gains. As a matter of fact, the OECD countries which were
advocating such a reduction hoped to gain a competitive economic advantage
from the new technological developments this would have spurred. But no
one, either in the North or in the South, was and still is willing to cut into
industrial development. Therefore, even the stated objective of the convention
maintains that economic development is the ultimate goal and that ecosystems
will have to adapt. The objective simply is to stabilize carbon dioxide emissions
so that these ecosystems will have more time to adapt. The convention states
that greenhouse gas concentrations should be stabilized ‘within a time frame
sufficient to allow ecosystems to adapt naturally ... to ensure that food
production is not threatened and to enable economic development to proceed

. . 12
in a sustainable manner’.

THE AGREEMENT ON FOREST
PRINCIPLES

In 1990 a group of six countries in the North — Canada, France, Germany,
Italy, the United Kingdom, and the United States — asked that a third
convention be negotiated on protecting the world’s forests. They had in mind,
in particular, the world’s tropical rainforests, which are currently vanishing at
an estimated 17 million hectares a year, and are considered by the North as
valuable sinks for greenhouse gases. What is often forgotten in this equation
is that the Northern forests were also sinks for greenhouse gases before they
were cut down. Moreover, many Northern countries are also planning to cut
down their forests. For example, Canada and Russia are currently cutting down
the world’s remaining boreal forests. Siberia alone contains more forests than
the Brazilian Amazon and since Russia turned capitalist it has been signing
logging agreements with corporations in virtually every Northern country.
The talks on the forest convention broke down after the South refused to
give in to what it called a possible infringement on national sovereignty.
Malaysia was the major campaigner on behalf of Southern governments. They
argued that the convention on the protection of forests would jeopardize their
rights to their own resources. This fight in fact was not resolved and a forest

convention was postponed to the indefinite future. Instead, the governments
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in Rio agreed to a ‘non-legally binding authoritative statement of principles for
a global consensus on the management, conservation and sustainable develop-
ment of all types of forests. 13

The forests have clearly become a new symbol of the North—South contflict,
and to a certain extent they have even become a ‘hostage’ of that conflict. *
The North sees tropical forests as common property, whereas the South
expects financial compensation for forgoing the exploitation of its forests. As
a result, the agreement goes as far as to establish every country’s ‘sovereign
right to conversion of forests to other uses’,'® which in plain language means
the right to cut forests down as one pleases. After these forest principles,
forests are now clearly declared to be ‘national resources’, since Third World
governments in particular, especially Malaysia and Indonesia, opposed any
agreement which would have limited their ability to cut their own forests as
quickly as they wanted and stressed their sovereign right to develop.

In any case, the forest principles, like chapter 21 of Agenda 21 which deals
with forests, got it all wrong. There is no mention of a relationship between
forests and diversity, which is not really surprising since, as we have seen,
biodiversity has been perverted into a (bio-)technological problem. Also,
despite the fact that today’s No. 1 problem for the forests is deforestation,
deforestation is never mentioned in these principles. UNCED does not see
deforestation as something to be combated. This, again, is quite logical since
in its view ‘the pressure on forests results from human [sic!] activity’.'® This
implies that all humans are equally responsible for industrial logging in Brazil,
Malaysia, Canada, Siberia, etc. Quite logically, then, the forest principles
propose ‘planting trees’, and ‘sustainable forest management’ as an answer. But
cven here ‘UNCED manages to ignore much of the forestry development
literature of at least a decade or so, especially in the areas of social and
community forestry’.17 In short, the statement on forest principles is more
than a step backwards. It is ‘a step towards further legitimizing the policies of
those actors — transnationals, multilateral development banks, UN agencies,
etc. — that have to date contributed to a large extent to the crisis of the tropical,

temperate, and boreal forests’ |8
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STEPS TOWARDS A CONVENTION ON
DESERTIFICATION

Upset about the Earth Summit’s preoccupation with the Northern view of
environmental conservation, African delegates in particular lobbied hard for a
desertification convention to address some of their most pressing problems.
Initially, however, they did not have much luck. UNEP statistics say that 35 per
cent of the Earth’s land surface is threatened by desertification and it has been
trying for years to develop a systematic programme that would tackle this
issue. In 1977 UNEP launched a plan of action, which would have been the
most ambitious effort to combat desertification. But this plan fell through for
lack of funds. The few programmes that were funded failed miserably, like one
glaring example to reforest Northern Nigeria which failed because of lack of
water, an issue the planners had apparently forgotten to look at.

Chapter 12 of Agenda 21 deals with deserts and droughts, and basically
suggests better information and monitoring of desertification, soil conservation
measures, and support for local programmes. The approach proposed in
Agenda 21 is very heterogeneous: the Swedish foreign ministry, for example,
instructed its delegation to suggest that military satellites could be used to
monitor desertification. Some Southern countries opposed this because they
were worried about the possible military use and control of such information.
UNEP envisaged a convention that would take a more local approach to the
problem than previous plans by focusing on education and public participation
in desertification control, rather than paying for large ‘greening’ projects for
the desert. Other ideas include helping farmers to abandon farming and
diversify into other industries because of the pressure farming puts on the land.
Overall, chapter 12 of Agenda 21 on desertification remains very abstract and
is of little concrete use.

One can say that there was very little interest from non-African countries in
desertification, and it was even disputed whether desertification is a global
problem. But at the last moment, governments in Rio agreed to set up an inter-
governmental group at the General Assembly in New York at the end of 1992,
to discuss steps towards a convention on desertification. Subsequently, the UN
General Assembly decided to establish an international negotiating committee on
desertification — again to be located in Geneva — thus setting the negotiating

process in motion. The convention should be rcady to be signed in late 1994.
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THE ‘RIO DECLARATION’

Originally conceived as the environment and development equivalent of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Maurice Strong first wanted to call
this document the ‘Earth Charter’. At PrepCom III, the Group of 77 (G-77)
decided that it did not like this name because it smacked too much of the
environment and not enough of its primary concern, i.e. development. Despite
the fact that the Earth Charter was probably what Maurice Strong was most
attached to, G-77 prevailed and the document became watered down from a
charter to a declaration on environment and development. Strong, though, has
not given up. Recently he declared: ‘the document must continue to evolve
towards what many of us hope will be an Earth Charter that could be finally
sanctioned on the 50th anniversary of the UN in 19957, 12

The document attempts to lay out the duties and the rights of states and
peoples towards the planet. It has twenty-seven principles — there were
originally supposed to be thirty-three — and officially complements the
Stockholm Declaration on the Human Environment, of 1972. Like the other
elements of the Rio package, it is very much the consensus product of many
hours of bitter negotiations, mostly between government representatives. But
its twenty-seven principles probably reflect more clearly and more concisely
than any other Rio document the core philosophical assumptions and message
of the entire UNCED process, i.¢. basically it is a blend between the philosophy
of the Brundtland report and the philosophy of the South Commission’s
report. As such, the Rio declaration is a document that once more reaffirms
the quasi-religious belief in industrial development, seeks to mobilize all
human potential and natural resources to that effect, and reasserts nation-states
as the primary units to promote such development. Occasionally, it expresses
concern that environmental degradation might hurt further prospects of
development. But it is precisely the inclusion of such concerns that is used to
justify adding the adjective ‘sustainable’ to the term ‘development’. Let us
briefly comment here on the twenty-seven principles in more detail.

The very first principle states that human beings are the centre of sustainable
development concerns, a belief that is called anthropocentrism. Moreover, the
entire UN system is rooted in the Western and Northern belief that only
development can make human beings become more and truly ‘human’. We

think that this is a dangerous and short-term view. While we are not suggesting
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that the life of a non-human is more important than that of a human being, we
think that the debate ‘human vs non-human’ has been made irrelevant becausc
of the new global ecological challenge. Indeed, global ecology forces us to
admit that the current process of industrial development is destroying the very
ecological foundations of all humans and non-humans simultaneously. Many
indigenous peoples have quickly died out after the loss of their natural habitats
on which they depended for food and medicines. We are currently repeating
this same process at an accelerated pace and on a global scale. The death of
many more other people may not be as quick but just as sure. Pretending that
further development will preserve the human species, let alone make it more
huran, is contrary to all scientific and other indicators. We arc dealing here
with an institutionalized mythological belief in development which, if not
abandoned, will prove fatal for humans and other species.

The second principle of the Rio declaration gives nation-states the
‘sovereign right’ to ‘exploit’ their natural resources according to their own
environmental and developmental policies. It seems to us that the urgency of
the global ecological crisis should have led precisely to the insight that nation-
state sovereignty is obsolete and globally destructive. Instead, the entire
UNCED process and the Rio Declaration in particular stress the nation-states’
sovereign right to do with their environment and their people whatever they
pleasc as long as they do not harm other states.

The ‘right to development’ is enshrined in the third principle — with the
caveat that the developmental and environmental needs of further generations
be taken into account. Development is accorded a priority over the
environment in the fourth principle, which asserts that environmental
protection should constitute an integral part of the development process. Now,
this may be a vast improvement on the ideas of just a few years ago, when
environment was considered unimportant, but the thinking behind it is still
conceptually flawed and wrong: the development process, it seems to us,
occurs within the environment and its limits, and not the other way round.
One would have expected from a declaration that supposedly marks the
beginning of a new relationship between environment and development that it
would get things at least conceptually right.

The fifth principle calls on states and peoples to eradicate poverty and
reduce disparities in income. We are uncomfortable with this principle because

it implies, as do the Brundtland Commission and the South Commission
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reports as well as all other UNCED documents, that poverty rather than
aftluence is the problem. The fifth principle is again entirely consistent with the
prevailing development ideology, which wants us to believe that on spaceship
Earth first class passengers and first class technology are best for cveryone,
including the biosphere.

We must acknowledge that the following three principles — 6, 7, and 8 —
go some way to restore the balance, albeit a weak one. Principle 6 declares that
developing countries, especially those that are environmentally vulnerable,
should be given special priority. Principle 7 says that states have common but
differentiated responsibilities to conserve, protect, and restore the Earth,
pointing out that developed countries go some way towards acknowledging the
pressure their societies have placed on the planet. Principle 8 calls for the
reduction of unsustainable patterns of production and consuraption. But we
feel there is no acknowledgment from Southern élites nor developed countries
regarding their pressures on the planet. There is, furthermore, no recognition
of their differentiated responsibilities. We are also critical in principle 7 of the
mention of the technological and financial resources of the developed
countries, because it implies that these resources could substitute for other
commitments to restore the Earth.

As we discuss in considerable detail in Parts III and IV, Northern financial
and technological resources have been, up to now, among the major causes of
environmental damage. So it comes as no surprise that principle 9 emphasizes
technology transfer from North to South, especially for new and innovative
technologies. Without doubt, technology transfer will be good for develop-
ment. But to claim that it will make development more sustainable is, so far,
an ideological and unproven assertion.

Principle 10 recommends that environmental issues are handled best with
the participation of citizens at the relevant level and that they should have
access to information and judicial redress — an excellent principle. Unfortu-
nately, we also know that in the UN, the Brundtland Commission, and the
South Commission the jargon word ‘participation’ equals the citizens’
mobilization for development. We think that people should be allowed to do
more than just participate in the development process. They should be allowed
to make their own decisions and have their local and regional autonomy. If they
chose not to be mobilized for the promotion of development, they should be

allowed to do so.
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Principle 11 calls for the creation of environmental legislation and standards,
But it immediately gives countries a convenient backdoor by saying that
standards may be ‘inappropriate’ — read ‘too high’ — for developing countries
because of the social and economic costs. Not surprisingly, the counter-
suggestion that development policies may be ‘inappropriate’ because they
damage the global environment cannot be found in the Rio declaration.

Principle 12 reiterates the need for an open international economic system
—read ‘free trade’ — and says that unilateral action — read ‘trade bans’ — based
on environmental considerations should be avoided. This principle explicitly
places UNCED within or beneath the larger context of the GATT negotiations.
As above, where the environment is said to be a sub-category of development,
this principle implies that environmental protection is a sub-category of global
trade. In no way, it is said, should environmental protection slow down global
trade. This principle is a deliberate blow against environmentalists and all other
people who had campaigned for the Rio process, hoping that UNCED was the
major forum to deal with the world crisis — but only to realize that the real
forum where this planet’s future was being decided was GATT.

Principles 13 to 15 can be called ‘good but weak’. Principle 13 calls for
national laws for the compensation of victims of environmental damage.
Likewisc, 14 calls on states to prevent the relocation and transfer of activities
or substances that cause environmental damage, a good, but once again, weak
principle. Principle 15 fits in well with this category by calling for the ‘wide’
application of the precautionary principle, which means ‘don’t do something
if you think it may cause environmental damage’ rather than waiting to see
what the effects arc.

Principle 16 calls on national authorities to apply the polluter pays principle,
but immediately weakens this statement by saying that this should not slow
down international trade and investment. Principle 17 has a similar weak
element because it calls for environmental impact assessments of activities if
‘significant adverse impact’ is expected. Principles 18 and 19 call on states to
inform other states in the event of natural disasters and activitics that could
have adverse environmental impacts. There is unfortunately no mention of the
need to inform communities and people within a country, nor the need to ask
them for their opinions on the degradation that may affect them as a result of
foreign activity.

Principles 20 to 22 state th