Why UNEP Matters

Konrad von Moltke

Introduction: From Stockholm to Rio

At the 1982 Governing Council meeting of the United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), held to mark
the tenth anniversary of its founding, the establishment of
a UN Commission was proposed to review many of the
environmental issues which remained unresolved, in
particular the relationship between environment and
development. This was seen as implicit criticism of the
direction UNEPhad beentaking.* After muchmancauvring,
somethreeyearslater the 1982 initiativeled to the creation
of theWorld Commission on Environment and Devel opment
(WCED, d sowidely knownastheBrundtland Commission).
In particular, it was decided that the Commission would
report directly totheGeneral Assembly of theUnited Nations
rather thantoany of itssubsidiary bodies, reflecting thefear
that the Commission’s message would be blunted if
transmitted through the normal channels of the United
Nations.

UN Commissions have come and gone and only rarely
has one succeeded in having alasting impact. The complex
interests of many sovereign states and numerous UN
organizationswhichenjoy alargemeasureof independence
have generally joined to ensure that nothing much happens
afteraUN Commissionreports. TheBrundtland Commission
isarguably the most successful of all UN Commissions. Its
1987 report, Our Common Future, redefined the
environmental agenda to link it firmly with the needs of
economic development and gave the term ‘sustainable
development’ a generally accepted definition and wide
currency.?

The Brundtland Commission’s definition of sustainable
development was a masterpiece of negotiation. In full, it
reads.

Sustainabledevel opment isdevel opment that meetstheneedsof thepresent
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs. It contains two key concepts:

+ the concept of ‘needs’, in particular the essential needs of the
world’s poor, to which overriding priority should be given; and

+ theidea of limitationsimposed by the state of technology and
social organization on the environment's ability to meet present
and future needs®

As is so often the case, selective citation has become
widespread. In particular the second half of the definition
which identifies the corner-stones of sustainable
development is routinely left out by government
representatives of developed countries. Its reference to
‘needs’ (carefully placedinquotationmarks) anditsallusion
to*limits’ (acode-word ever sincethe publication of Limits
to Growth?) areequally unwelcomeinthedevel oped world.
Above all, the Brundtland Commission succeeded in
identifying acomplex agendawhich challenges devel oped
and developing countries alike, with environmental
management at its centre.

TheBrundtland Report led directly to the United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED),
by almost any standardthelargest international gatheringin
the history of the planet: more governments represented,
moreheadsof stateand government, morenon-governmental
representatives, than at other such events® Only the G7
Summitsdraw morepress. Becauseof thedramasurrounding
the event itself, particular the drama of a reluctant US
President constrained to attend, it haswidely been assumed
that UNCED represents a watershed event. In reality, the
results of the Conference were decidedly mixed.

The planned Conference provided an invaluable
opportunity tofocusattention ontheagendaof environment
and development and to force the pace on several
international processes. Two major environmental
conventions were being negotiated in the years preceding
UNCED and concludedintimetobesignedat theConference
itself. The Framework Convention on Climate Change® and
the Convention on Biodiversity” probably represent the
lastinglegacy of UNCED. However, they had nothingtodo
with the preparatory processfor the Conferenceitsalf. That
wasan extraordinarily complex undertakingwhichreflected
theinterests of the UN system and of the stateswhich make
it up.® In fact, the Conference itself produced extremely
modest results: a Declaration without binding force which
largely duplicates the work of the 1972 Stockholm
Conference and a programmatic document, Agenda 21, so
large asto defy practical implementation. Agenda 21 isso
hedged with caution that it can be quoted to support almost
any position.

In someways, the principal resultsof UNCED havebeen
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theabsorption of partsof theenvironmental agendaintothe
UN devel opment system and anoti ceabl efurther weakening
of UNEP, effectively seeking to revise the structure which
had been put in placein 1972 at the time of the Stockholm
Conference. Arguably that was the unarticulated goal of
many of themainactorsat UNCED, includingtheConference
Secretariat. It has left the United Nations Environment
Programme in a continuing identity crisis.

A Revisionist History of UNEP

The United Nations Environment Programme was
established at the first magjor UN Conference to address
environmental issues, the Stockholm Conference on the
Human Environment. In retrospect, the Stockholm
Conference was a turning-point in environmental policy.®
Undoubtedly many of those who attended the Conference
in Stockholm hoped it would prove to be aseminal event.
At the time, however, it would not have been falseto state
that the response of many governments was tepid and the
UN system was largely indifferent.

Apart from the host country, only one government—
India—was represented at the level of head of state or
government. At thetime of the Stockholm Conference, few
countries had environment ministries so government
delegationswere headed by officialswith responsibility for
only part of what wasto becomethe environmental agenda,
and frequently more concerned with other issues—such as
publichealth, agriculture, or internal security—whichwere
their principal government responsibility.

Theresponseof theUN systemisepitomized by theGeneral
Agreementon Tariffsand Trade(GATT), whichestablished
a Committee on Trade and Environment which never met
for amost twenty years. A classic bureaucratic ploy, the
purpose of this action was presumably to provide token
evidence of concern and above all to ensure that no trade
policy issues could be discussed at Stockholm.

During the preparations for Stockholm, The United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), and the UN
development system were in their formative stages. There
is hardly any evidence that the proceedings in Stockholm
affected the early evolution of UNDP. The environmental
agenda was presumably considered marginal to the mgjor
purpose of development.

Thescepticismof devel oping countriesat Stockholmabout
theemergingenvironmental agendahasoftenbeendiscussed.
They fearedthat any requirementsto addressenvironmental
issuescoul dbecomeyet another barrier erected by devel oped
countries against their desire to achieve rapid economic
development. Inthisattitude, they reflected the experience
of decol onization, whichwasstill very much ontheir minds.
They aso reflected the advice they were getting from most

devel oped-country economic experts who tended to view
environmental protectionasan obstacletoeconomicgrowth.
Early economic analyses of environmental issuesturned to
theideaof ‘externalities’, amarginal concept in economic
theory which led many observers to assume that
environmental protectionwassomething external tothereal
economy. Environmental costs were seen as‘extra rather
than as an important unprized area of economic activity.

Much less well documented is the scepticism of major
developed country ingtitutions at national and international
level. Nowhere had the environment emerged as a central
concern of government, and good words about the
importance of environmental issues could barely mask the
disdain of those concerned with the bigissuesof theday for
theenvironmental agenda. Anybody activeinenvironmental
affairsat thetimehasexperienced thisdisdain. Not only did
only one head of state or government go to Stockholm;
neither did any ministers responsible for economic or
financial policies. Stockholm was an event on the margins
of both national and international policy-makersand from
this perspective it was entirely appropriate that it should
have been overshadowed by a protracted dispute about the
status of the German Demacratic Republic, a matter of no
significancewhatever to environmental management but of
great importance to Cold War diplomacy.

The creation of anew international agency to addressthe
issues raised by the Stockholm Conference appeared
inevitablefor many reasons, not all of themdirectly relevant
to environmental management. None of the existing major
international agencies (for example, the World Health
Organization, or the Food and Agriculture Organization)
had a mandate which clearly justified assigning it
responsibility for the environment. While some may have
liked theadded responsibilities, nonethought environmental
issuesimportant enoughto makeasacrificefor. Atthesame
time, many agencies which were uninterested in taking on
theseissues did not want them assigned to one of the larger
competing candidates.

Onceit becameclear that anew agency would be created,
the normal response of existing agencies was to limit its
ability tocompete. Lackingenthusiastic supporters, UNEP' s
mandatewascannibalized. Theprincipa meansof achieving
this goal was to provide limited funds divided between a
minimal ingtitutional budget and amodest‘ Fund’, to assign
it a ‘catalytic’ function, and to locate it away from the
decision-making centres of the UN system.

During the preparations for the Stockholm Conference,
therecently created UNDPwasstill finding itsway. UNDP
wastheresult of aconcerted effortinthelate 1960sto focus
United Nationseffortsindevel opment activitiesandtoreduce
competition between the major agencies for ‘voluntary
contributions’ from their members.’® The Specialized
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Agencies of the United Nations system receive *‘ assessed’
contributions, based ontheir approved budget and asystem-
wide procedure for determining how much each country
must contribute. In addition, they can receive voluntary
contributionsfor specificprojectsnot coveredby theregular
budget. These funds provide a measure of discretion and
flexibility sincetheir use dependson an agreement between
the donor and the agency in question rather than on the
cumbersome regular governance procedures. They also
provide' overhead’ fundswhichareavailabletotheagency’s
management with fewer constraintsthan most other sources
of funding. Donorsa so like voluntary payments because it
gives them added |leverage in the agency.

UNDPwascreatedtobringgreater coherencetotheUnited
Nations efforts in relation to economic and social
development, to reflect the emerging reality of colonies
transformed into ‘developing’ countries, and to limit the
competition between UN agencies for voluntary funds. It
wasto receivefundsfromvoluntary contributions, and help
developing countries design projects which were to be
implemented by ‘executing agencies’, a long list of UN
organsincluding the Specialized Agenciesand other bodies
created by the General Assembly.

The creation of UNDP was the cause of much anxiety in
the UN system, and for several years—until it was brought
down by afinancia crisis following the first oil shock—
UNDP appeared to be fulfilling its mandate. What was
happening in Stockholm seemed like a side-show to the
important new developments surrounding UNDP in New
York. The agencies concerned with the UN Development
System did not want a new participant in a process which
was difficult enough, and above al not a competitor for
funds. Thisisreflectedin UNEP stermsof referencewhich
precludeit fromexecuting projectsitself. Tothisday, UNEP
is not considered a formal part of the UN development
system! It isfurther reflected in the fact that UNEP was to
fundtheactivitiesof other agencies, arolenot unlikethat of
UNDP only without the level of funding or the access to
decision-making to have any chance of imposing itself.

The mandate for UNEP reflected a continuing debate in
most countries. whether environmental management
justifiedanindependent agency withitsown policy-making,
enforcement, research, and outreach functions, or whether
it was an activity best undertaken by ‘regular’ agencies,
with only aco-ordinating rolefor an environmental agency
withlimited staff. Attemptsto createenvironmental agencies
to co-ordinate the activities of other government bodies
havefailedat thenational level, evenwhenthey wereattached
to the office of the head of government. The first French
environment minister has described his experience as ‘Le
ministére del’impossible’ .1

The coherence of the environmental agenda, its specific

character, the inherent conflicts with the primary missions
of other agencies, its high public profile, and the need for
continuity of policy development haveall acted together to
make an independent environmental agency anecessity. At
the time when UNEP was being created, this conclusion
was not yet clear. Many countrieswere still experimenting
with cross-cutting agencies for the environment and
consequently advocated comparable solutions at the
international level. Hardly anybody appearstohaverefl ected
on the simplefact that the UN system is not like a national
government. There is no head of government, no cabinet
discipline, no public pressure, there are no elections. It is
literally impossible to co-ordinate the UN system. Even
UNDP, withsignificantamountsof money andincomparable
access to the decision-making centres of the UN system to
back up its wishes, has ultimately proven incapable of
fulfillingthistask. Calling UNEP stask a‘ catal yticfunction’
simply masked the fact that it was supposed to work with
other agencies which would never view it as an equal. In
effect, UNEP was given an impossible assignment. It was
also provided with inadequate staff, minimal funding, and
alocation far from the decision-making centres of the UN
system.

Locating UNEP in Nairobi was a mgjor symbolic act. It
was the first major UN agency to be headquartered in a
developing country—and remains the primary example to
thisday. There are excellent reasons for locating more UN
agencies, and an environmental agency in particular, in
developing countries. Inthe context of the UN system, with
its focus on New Y ork and Geneva, the decision to locate
UNEP in Nairobi was also an expression of disdain for its
mission. Even whilerecognizing the appropriateness of the
decision, it is essential not to overlook its practical and
symbolic dimensions. A major independent organization
would have had extraordinary difficultiesbeing located far
from the decision-making centres of the UN system. It was
all butinconceivablethat anagency witha' catalytic’ mission
could function in aremote location.

From the outset, UNEP struggled with its impossible
mission. Without authority to undertake projectsor similar
activities on its own, it was open to criticism for doing
nothing, particularly since ‘projects are the currency of
multilateral development. Inrelationtothe UN devel opment
systemit did not have sufficient fundsto support an agenda
which encompassed all the environmental problems of the
planet. It could focus on a few issues—something UN
agenciesfind very difficult since they must respond to the
articulated wishes of al their sovereign Member States—
and beaccused of disregarding many otherimportant matters.
Orit could attempt to do everything and beaccused of doing
nothing well. It could focus on information management
andbeaccused of neglectingtodevelopany policy initiatives,
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orit couldfocuson policy and be accused of maintaining an
inadequate information and research base. All of these
criticismshavebeenlevelledat UNEP. They aredl justified.
They arelargely rooted inthedecisionstaken at Stockholm.

UNEPfundingbeganat amodest |evel andthendecreased
inreal termsuntil the end of the 1980s. Inthefirst tenyears
of its existence, UNEP's total resources amounted to less
than $US500 million. Not much morewas availablefor the
second decade. With these sums, the agency was supposed
to support the efforts of its Member States, particularly
developing ones, and provide a catalytic function to the
entire UN system. Thetotal UNEP budget for twenty years
wasof thesameorder of magnitudeasthebudget for UNDP
in 1992.

The environmental agenda is not a human invention.
Unliketherulesof international relationsor of theeconomy,
it respondstodevel opmentsinthenatural environmentwhich
are exclusively subject to the laws of nature. From that
perspective, clever political and bureaucratic manoauvring
were bound to fail. From Stockholm, the environmental
agenda has continued to expand. In 1972 acid rain was a
hypothesis; stratospheric 0zone depl etion was an academic
debate; biodiversity was an unknown concept and
conservation was widely viewed as having to do with park
management; climate change was seen as a remote
possibility; tropical forestswerelargely intact.; not asingle
country had adopted comprehensivetoxic chemical scontrol
legislation; waste management was a matter of proper
collection and safe transport; pollution prevention was not
aseriousissue. What was known was the pollution agenda
of the developed world, and the threat to the oceans.

The complex relationship between environment and
economic policy—development in particular—was
articulated differently by developed and developing
countries. Developed countries spoke of the risk that
environmental management would ‘cost’ too much. By
speakingof environmental ‘ costs' they sentapowerful signal
to developing countries that environmental issues were
somehow anadditional, unnecessary burdenlikely tohamper
their pushfor economic’ growth’. Consequently developing
countries took the position that pollution was a problem of
thedevel opedworld, whichwasal soresponsiblefor ensuring
that internationa environmental measures did not hamper
their ‘development’. Hardly anybody anticipated that the
environmental agenda would permeate all of economic
policy and constitute a serious threat to the future of
development ingtitutions.

Givenitsmandate, itsresources, anditsauthority, UNEP
hasbeenaremarkablesuccess. Thisassessment runscounter
to the accepted view of UNEP asafailed agency. Thearess
wherethese successesaremost obviousareinthedevel opment of
internationa regimesto manage globa environmentd problems.

Much as UNCED provided the occasion for signing
the Framework Convention on Climate Change and
the Biodiversity Convention, Stockholm provided an
occasion to finaize several agreements dealing with
marine pollution.2

TheRegiona SeasProgrammehasputinplaceaseries
of agreementsto protect marine resources.* None of
these agreements has been effective in the sense that
the trend of increasing pollution of the marine
environment and loss of coastal wetlands has been
reversed. Nevertheless, the regimes which have been
created arean essential step towardsactionwhichwill
becomeinescapablewhen degradation reachesalevel
of crisis.

UNEP has played an important role in launching a
global approach to chemicals control, an issue
dominated to an extraordinary extent by the OECD
countries. Through the International Programme on
Chemical Safety (IPCS), ithasmaintainedavehicleto
participate in these issues and move them away from
the limited scope of the OECD to the broader and
more appropriate framework of a global approach.
The so-called ‘Montreal Process’, leading from the
Vienna Convention for the Protection of the Ozone
Layer (which did not protect the ozone layer) to the
Montreal Protocol (whichbegantodoso) totheL ondon
and Copenhagen Amendments(whichdidsoinearnest)
is difficult to imagine without UNEP.® Again, there
aresignsthat theissuewasleft to UNEPa onebecause
nobody elsetook it very serioudly; certainly theWorld
Meteorological Organization did not.

TheBasel ConventionontheControl of Transboundary
Movements of Hazardous Wastes and their Disposal
was negotiated entirely within a framework created
by UNEP.*® While problematic in many respects, it
hasinitiated aprocesswhich should ultimately lead to
anadequateinternational regimeto managehazardous
wastes.

The Framework Convention on Climate Change was
negotiated outside UNEP in a specially created
structure involving the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change and an International Negotiating
Committeel” Bothweredesignedtodraw onthelessons
of theMontreal Process. By thetimethey werelaunched
it had becomeclear tomany observersthat issuessuch
as climate change represented some of the most
important international negotiations of the latter part
of thetwentieth century and many organi zationswished
to participate.

The Biodiversity Convention was negotiated within
UNEP, which succeeded in concluding the processin
time for UNCED, to the surprise of many observers.
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Thisextraordinary list needs to be put in context. No other
UN agency canmatchthisrecord. Most of theprocessleading
to these conventions occurred during the Cold War, at a
timewhen it was almost impossible to reach wide-ranging,
global agreements outside the narrow confines of
international security. In fact, these environmental
conventions represent the only mgjor field of international
relationswhichcontinuedto evolvedynamically throughout
the 1970s and 1980s. It may be useful to compare it with
trade negotiationswhich were being conducted without the
participation of the Soviet Union or other centrally planned
economies. During the seven years of the Uruguay Round
of tradenegotiations, severa of theaboveconventionswere
launched and concluded—in addition to thetransformation
of the Antarctic regimeinto aconservation regime'® and the
launching of the Global Environment Facility.’® Without
UNEP, much of thiswould not have been possible.

It can be argued that these agreements would have come
about anyhow, and that some of them took the form they
currently have because many of the principal actors were
unwilling to have them move forward within the UNEP
framework—which has always been too weak to support
the needed structure to develop the global dimension of
international environmental policy. That is a hypothetical
argument which can be neither proved nor disproved. B,
experience in most countries strongly suggests that in the
absence of an articulate environmental advocate, other
interests will prevail over the environmental imperative.
UNEPwas—and is—aweak agency. Nevertheless, it was
theonly environmental advocatewithinthe UN systemand
could provide an international focus for the increasingly
vocal national advocates for the environment.

To some extent, the widespread criticism of UNEP isa
self-fulfilling prophecy. Those who criticize UNEP most
strongly are often those who would need to change their
own practicesif UNEPwereto succeed. Tosomeextent, the
criticismisasalf-servingargument tojustify lack of attention
to the environmental agenda.

By thelate 1980s, however, other parts of the UN system
awoketothefact that environmental management represents
oneof themostimportantissuesof internationa governance
and that participation in environmental affairsis essentia
for any organization which seeks to remain relevant to the
emerging problems of the twenty-first century. Moreover,
at a time when budgets for development assistance and
alocations for international organizations have been
shrinking, environmental issues represent one of the few
significant areas of growth.

The UN devel opment system hasrecognized that it wasa
mistaketoleaveenvironmenta mattersinthehandsof UNEP
and is seeking to recover theinitiative. Criticism of UNEP
isanessential element of any strategy toredistributeathority

in environmental affairsin the UN system. Seen from this
perspective, therewasahidden agendaat UNCED: to undo
the decisions of Stockholm concerning the distribution of
responsihilitiesfor environmental affairs. Inother words, to
take the environment back from UNEP.

Itwouldbewrongtoview thismovesimply asaconspiracy.
Itisbased onanentirely appropriateanalysisof theevolution
of environmental i ssuestowardsthemaineconomicagendas
of our time and reflects the continuing dynamic of
competition between international agencies. Nevertheless,
it is appropriate to ask two critica questions:

*  Whatistobeexpected of theUN devel opment system
asittakesupthechallengeof sustainabledevel opment?
*  What isthe appropriate role of UNEP in the future?

The United Nations Development System and
Sustainable Development

Evidence that environmental degradation will undermine
effortsto achieve development has been overwhelming for
some time, a least from the perspective of those whose
primary concern is the environment. Without unremitting
pressure from environmental constituencies, market
economies would have asphyxiated on their waste
production, much asthecentrally planned economiesdid at
alower level of production and consumption; without these
pressures, devel oping countrieswould havebeen moresurely
denuded by misguided development policies and the
exploitation of their natural resources by industrialized
economies. Inacertain sense, theenvironmental movement
of the 1970s saved the market economies from collapse.
Theability to adjust to such pressuresiswhat distinguished
market economies—and particularly those in open
societies—from the centrally planned or developing
€CONOMIes.

It is remarkable, perhaps without precedent, that this
process occurred without major adjustment of economic
policy tothe new realitiesof the environmental imperative,
indeed frequently against the advice of much considered
economic opinion. This reluctance of economic analysts
and policy-makers to recognize that environmental
management wasneither anadded costto‘ businessasusua’,
nor an act of magnanimous altruism, but an essential
condition for the preservation of thevery foundations of the
market economieshasexacted aheavy priceindevel opment
theory and practice. Despite the experience of the major
developed economies over the past twenty years, much
development theory continues to reflect the theory of the
1970s and 1980s, not the emerging practice in developed
countries.
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The reluctance of many economic practitionersto adjust to
the stark realities of environmental imperatives has meant
that thetransformationof devel oped economieshasoccurred
more slowly than desirable, accompanied by conflict, and
ultimately at a higher price than necessary. Over the past
decades, the countries of the North have been so wealthy
that they have been able to afford numerous indefensible
economicandenvironmental policies. Developing countries
cannot permit themselves such a luxury. Their lack of
resourcesobligatesthemto pursuesignificantly moreprudent
policies than most developed countries.

Ever since ‘development’ became an accepted idea—
essentially since the Bretton Woods Conference of 1944—
it has drawn on analyses of apparently successful practices
in apparently successful countries: the Tennessee Valley
Authority in the United States; Western European
recongtruction; thenewly industrializing countries; and, time
and again, an analysis of developmentsin theworld’ s most
successful economy, the United States. In practice,
development policy hastendedtoapply yesterday’ ssolutions
in the developed world to today’ s problems in developing
countries. The results have been mixed:

* some countries, notably those with no natural resource
endowment, have succeeded because they are trading-
centres or have developed an industrial base;

« the situation in Africais widely acknowledged as
disastrous;

 many countriesof Asiaand Latin Americaarestruggling
as they show signs of following the path to
industrialization.

While there is widespread acknowledgement that
development isin crisis, only rarely is the environmental
dimension viewed as the central issue.

Theresistance of devel oped-country economiesto major
restructuringtoaccommodatetheenvironmental imperative
has created an unusual situation in the ongoing dynamic
between devel oped-country economies and development
policies. For thefirst time, thedevel oped and thedevel oping
world are facing an identical challenge with a comparable
need to adjust and restructure their economies, and for the
first time, development theory may be moving towards a
paradigmwhich reflectsnot past ‘ lessons’ of the devel oped
world but the common future challenges of all countries. In
other words, both North and South are equally challenged
by the concept of sustainabledevel opment and need towork
together to find solutions to problems which put all
economies equally at risk.

This situation poses some peculiar challenges to
international development institutions. The United Nations
Development System (UNDS), with the United Nations

Development Programme ét its centre, is a vital part of
international efforts to promote development. Unlike
bilateral institutions, it is relatively free from the political
concerns of donor countries; unlike the World Bank and
other multilateral development banks, it is not dominated
by the concerns of the developed world. UNDPisthe only
part of theinternational devel opment establishmentinwhich
developing countries have a strong voice and can co-
determinetheuseof thelimitedresourceswhichareavailable.

Over theyears, UNDPhasprovided asomewhat different
approach to development than bilateral or multilateral
development institutions. Without the resources, both
financial and technical, to fund the kind of large projects
which have been the focus of much development activity,
it has also avoided the large fiascos which characterize the
environmental record of theWorld Bank and of most bilateral
development agencies. UNDP hasworked primarily in the
field of technical assistance. UNDP makes grants and
therefore does not have the burden of ahugeloan portfolio
whichrequiresever increasingloansasoldloansarerepaid,
just to avoid the spectre of net transfers from developing
countries to the World Bank, and creates a culture where
any loan is better than no loan. Required to maintain close
tieswith devel oping-country governmentsandtheexecuting
agencies, it has been less prone to adopting broad policy
guidanceand attemptingtoapply itonagrandscale, and has
beenmoreresponsivetotheprioritiesof devel oping countries
than any other development institutions. Thuswhile UNDP
has tended to take contradictory, or at least ambiguous,
positions in response to contradictory pressures from
multiple constituencies, it has not been exposed to the risk
of grand failure.

Thelesson of thisexperiencefor sustainabledevel opment
isthat UNDPwill respond totheissuesraised much asit has
responded to other demandsit has met, but will not become
focused on sustainability asacentral concern unlessal of
its congtituents require it—an unlikely occurrence, given
the diversity of interests affecting the organization and the
fact that sustainability has not yet become a guiding force
for the actions of any government.

UNDP's response to the challenge of sustainable
devel opment matchestheseexpectations. Over thepastyears,
the environmental agenda, broadly defined, has grown in
importance within the organization. It has grown
incrementally and a a time when UNDP as a whole was
contracting. Neverthel ess, it remainsoneissueamong many
and not generally the most important one on its agenda.

UNDPisanintegral part of the United Nations. Fromits
inception, it hasbeen seenasaninstrument toachievegreater
coherencein UN activitiesintheeconomicandsocial policy
arenas. Its position is defined by a complex dynamic
encompassing reci pient countries, donor countries, and the
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decision-making structures of the UN system. In 1993 and
1994 several critical functionsappeared to bemoving away
from UNDP, concerning both the status of its Resident
Representatives and its control over project execution.

UNDPResident Representativeshavelongal sofunctioned
as Resident Co-ordinators of all UN agencies in a given
country, essentially acting as the head of the UN presence.
Thisfunction significantly strengthened therole of UNDP,
bothinthedevel oping countriesandwithinthe UN structure.
In1993the Secretary-General decidedtoloosenthislinkage,
reasserting his authority over the Resident Co-ordinators.
At the same time, the Office of Project Services, which
provides administrative support for the increasing number
of UNDP projects which were not being executed by
Specialized Agencies, was transferred from UNDP to the
UN Secretariat. Bothmovessuggested that UNDPwasabout
tobemoreclosely linkedtotheUN Secretariat. Twodecisions
taken in July 1994 suggest that afurther balancing is under
way. The Secretary-General assigned to the Administrator
of UNDP the responsibility for assisting him ‘in ensuring
policy coherence and enhancing co-ordination within the
United Nations itself, in particular among headquarters
departments, the regional commissions and the funds and
programmes of the Organization’ and ‘to entrust the
Administrator of UNDP with overall responsibility for
assisting himinimproving the co-ordination of operational
activities for development, including the strengthening of
the resident co-ordinator system.’® At the same time, an
official with long experience in the UN Secretariat was
appointedtotheposition of Associate Administrator. Taken
together, these decisions suggest that UNDP will be more
closely linked to the UN Secretariat but will acquire
additional responsibility within it.

Themaininstitutional innovationtoemergefromUNCED
was the Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD).
Its creation reflectsthe many competing interestsat play in
the Conference. The central issue in its establishment
concerneditsindependenceanditsability actually toreview
the activities of states or UN organizations. The CSD was
subsequently located in New York, and staffed with
personnel who are also part of the UN Secretariat. It is
consequently integrated into the central decision-making
structure of the UN system and its actions must be seenin
that context.

Becausethe CSD wasthe only institutional emanation of
UNCED, and becauseUNCED wasan eventwhichattracted
agreat deal of attention and the participation of thousands
of persons, expectations for the CSD have been very high.
It is unlikely that it can meet these expectations. More
important, it remainsunclear what themedium-termfunction
of CSD will be. Inmany ways, the CSD hasbecomea* high-
level segment’ on the environment, located between the

Economicand Socia Council and the Second Committeeof
the General Assembly. It provides those concerned with
these issues with some additional leverage in the complex
interplay of forceswhichmakeuptheUnited Nationssystem.
It does not advance the aims of sustainable development
and environmental management significantly beyond that.
In practice, amajor part of the environmental agenda has
been moved back to the centre of the UN system.

Sustainable Development and Environmental
Management

‘Sustainable development’ has become the watchword of
the 1990s. It implies the beguiling prospect that
‘development’ can continue without a challenge from the
environment. In reality, the relationship is complex.2 It is
largely defined by the incommensurability of the
environment and social and economic concerns. The latter
are fully under human control and can consequently be
managed by the tools of public policy—at least in theory.
Theenvironment, onthe other hand, respondsto thelawsof
nature. Itisneither possibletonegotiatewiththeenvironment
nortomakeagreementswithit. Consequently environmental
policy deals exclusively with surrogates for the natural
environment: people, groups, scientists, research.

In policy terms, the existence of a factor which is not
subject to negotiationismuch likean external lever: it risks
negating the entire balance which has been struck between
conflictingsocial andeconomicinterests. Theconflictswhich
havesurroundedtheintroduction of environmental concerns
into social and economic policy-making in large measure
can be explained by the existence of some absolute
environmental standard beyond which the integrity of an
ecosystem is endangered and the difficulty of
accommodating thisreality within the social and economic
policy-making process.

It doesnot follow fromthisgeneral observation that there
must be a single specific agency responsible for
environmental management. It does follow, however, that
thebalancing of pressing social and economic priority with
environmental onesisacomplex processwhichcaninvolve
some serious goal conflicts. It can only be accomplished
within a structure which is capable of making complex
assessments and reaching carefully calibrated judgements
in amanner which isopen and accountable. No UN agency
meetsthese criteria. The preparatory processfor the recent
World Summit for Social Development provides a vivid
illustration of this problem. The secretariat for the Summit
was provided by the same UN department which provides
secretariat services for the Commission for Sustainable
Development. Despite this fortuitous overlap, the initia
documents developed for the Social Summit showed
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virtually no vestiges of the agenda of sustainability.

Thestructure of international institutions doesnot permit
the kind of process which is required to reach operational
conclusionsfor the attainment of sustainable devel opment,
that is economic and social policies which respect the
environmental imperative. Under these circumstances, the
solution is the creation of an agency whose principal
responsibility isthearticulation of environmental concerns.
At the global level, the only such agency is UNEP.

What Now? Why UNEP Matters

UNEP reflects the ideas of the early 1970s concerning the
appropriaterel ati onship betweentheenvironment and other
areasof policy, notably economic policy. Experiencesince
then has shown these ideas to have been mistaken. Whileit
remains as true as ever that environmental management
touchestheprioritiesof almost every branch of government,
itisalsoevident that without astrong andindependent voice,
environmental concerns tend to become overwhelmed by
the dominant priorities of these branches. If attempts to
create environmental co-ordinators havelong agofailedin
national and subnational government, it is surprising that
appropriate adjustments have not been made within the
United Nations. However, UNEP's mandate remains
formally unchanged. Only by showing a certain disregard
for its mandate has UNEP been able to achieve anything.

The prospects for achieving sustainable development
through reform of development institutions alone remain
dim. TheUnited Nationsneedsastrong environmental voice
if it is to meet the environmental challenges of the next
century. No candidate for thisrole is available other than
UNEP.

UNEP cannot cover the entire environmental agenda. It
has grown beyond the capabilities of asingle international
agency to encompass. In many countries where
environmental agencies exist these do not cover the entire
range of environmental issues. For example, nature
protection, ocean pollution, or pesticide control may be
vested in other agencies. At the international level,
intergovernmental agencies alone are incapable of
articulating a forward-looking environmental agenda. It
requires the participation of national and international
governmental bodies as well as of key non-governmental
actors—researchers, business, environmental organizations,
and the mediain particular. Consequently, UNEP needsto
identify a core set of activities which will permit the
development of aconstructiveand well-defined rolenext to
thenumerousother agenciesandactorswhichwill participate
in international environmental management. This core
activity should be linked closely to the implementation of
thenumerousinternational environmental agreementswhich
have evolved over the past fifteen years.

International environmental agreements must be dynamic
and require an implementation effort whichisdistinctively
different from the process of implementing many other
international agreements. The need to adjust policies to
evolvingenvironmental realitiesimpliesacontinuouseffort
of research, assessment, and monitoring. This effort
transcends the activities traditionally associated with
international treaty secretariats. M oreover, itmustbebroadly
based while most treaties are narrowly focused. Therefore,
an international agency is needed which can fulfil the
numerous functions which are essential to the
implementation of international environmental agreements
but which current practice does not provide.

Research assessment. Scientific researchisthe basis of our
knowledge concerning environmental conditions. Without
research, nothing is known of modern environmental
problems. The research is, however, almost always
accompanied by uncertainty over its likely meaning. The
kindsof questionsresearchisdesigned to answer arenot the
kinds of questions policy-makers need answered.
Consequently, a process of trandating research towards
policy is required which is research-based but policy-
oriented.

Monitoring. A certainamount of international monitoring
will berequiredto ensureeffectiveimplementation of some
environmental agreements. While much of the monitoring
will be nationally based, aninternational processisneeded
to aggregate the information and to draw conclusions.

Assessment and accountability. States have agreed to
provide numerous reports outlining their environmental
policiesandthewaysinwhichthey aremeetinginternational
obligations. The assessment of these reports is a delicate
task requiring a certain degree of independence and the
participation of numerousinterested parties. Frequently the
work of treaty secretariats does not allow an independent
assessment of information received.

Legal development. Most environmental agreementsare
designedtobeadapted over time. Thisrepresentsan essential
functionof thetreaty secretariats. However, thedevel opment
of optionsrequiresan extensiveresearch effort and abroad
overview of the relevant materias, something limited
secretariats can rarely achieve.

Integration. Environmental management touches many
other areas of policy concern. Maintaining abroad view of
the important issues and ensuring that environmental
concernsaretakeninto account requiresacontinuouseffort
involvingtheability tointerveneinfavour of theenvironment
in other processes.
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Noneof thesetasksareadequately handled at theinternational
level at present. They represent both a need and an
opportunity for UNEP. Unlessthey areadequately handled,
little prospect exists of achieving sustainable development
or environmental management.

Implications for UNEP’s Management and Budget
UNEP already manages the secretariats of numerous
international conventions. Indeed, therel ationship between
the agency and the convention secretariats is not always
without friction and there are bound to be many within
UNEP who feel the agency is already being pulled
excessively in the direction of the secretariats.
UNEP’ s budget is composed of four elements:

* The'Regular budget’, whichremainsminimal and covers
part of the central operating expenses.

* TheEnvironment Fundwithvoluntary contributionswhich
are subject to Governing Council appropriation; the
Environment Fund hasbeen shrinking after afew yearsof
growth in the early 1980s.

¢ Trust funds which are managed by UNEP for certain
ingtitutions; there were fifty-two trust fundsin operation
in 1994, of which ten had been established within the
previous two years.

+ Counterpart contributions, whicharevoluntary but whose
use has been stipulated by the donor; such contributions
are not subject to Governing Council appropriation,
provided they support the goals of UNEP and meet the
organization's priorities.

Table 1. UNEP: Resources Received 1992-1993, 1994 and
1995 ($US millions)

1992-3 1994 1995

Budget element actual estimated  estimated
Regular budget 125 7.0 7.0
Environment Fund 130.6 61.6 61.0
Trust funds 54.0 66.7 67.0
Counterpart contributions 17.1 6.9 8.0
TOTAL 214.2 1422 142.0

Source: United Nations Environment Programme (1995), Administrative
and Budgetary Matters: The Environment Fund: Use of Resourcesin the
Biennium 1992-1993 and 1994-1995 and Proposed Use of Projected
Resourcesin1996-1997. Report by the ExecutiveDirector. UNEP/GC.18/
14 (Nairobi: UNEP, 29 Mar.). Available on the Internet at http://
www.unep.ch/gc/18-14e.

Table1 showsthecurrent budget picture. Thetrendisclear:
the budget administered by UNEP is growing even while
the budget controlled by UNEP is shrinking. This reflects
thesuccessesoutlinedinthischapter aswell asthecontinued
absurdity of the formal responsibilities of UNEP. With a
budget of less than $US70 million (plus some overhead
from trust funds and counterpart contributions which may
bringthetotal tobetween$US75and $USB0million), UNEP
isbeing asked to addressall the environmental problemsof
the world in an open, sound, and balanced manner.

The shift towards Trust Funds and counterpart
contributionsisliableto continue, despite complaintsfrom
the Executive Director that this should not happen.?2 The
attractionsof contrallingtheuseof funds, and of contributing
toactivitieswhicharewidely viewed assuccessful, arelikely
to remain overwhelming. The increase in funding for the
activities covered by most trust funds is to be welcomed.

Nevertheless, the basic challenge which faced the
international community in Stockholm remains sorely
unmet: how to organize aglobally operating agency which
must addresstheentireenvironmental agenda.® Thebudget
availableto UNEP, together with its mandate, ensures that
it will remain so for some time to come.
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