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Introduction

The UN General Assembly Special Session (UNGASS),
held between 23 and 28 June 1997, drew the world's a-
tention to the progress achieved in the five years since the
UN Conference on Environment and Development
(UNCED). Understandably, media attention focused on
the presence of the 60 or so world |leaders. Y et the princi-
pal ingtitution behind UNGASS preparations, the Com-
mission on Sustainable Development (CSD), received little
attention.! Institutions do not make for interesting photo
opportunities, and their reports, couched in diplomatic
compromise language, are not the stuff of sound bites.
Another pervasive reason is general disenchantment with
UN institutions, and the CSD in particular, as ‘talking
shops'.

Focusing on these shortcomings, however, detracts
from understanding the distinctive role intergovernmental
organizations (IGOs), such as the CSD, can make to the
achievement of sustainable development: they ‘provide
the crucial link between media attention and political
awareness on the one hand and subsequent national
policy on the other’.? Coupling of the two creates change.
Political concern expressed by world leaders at events such
as UNGASS can be regarded as the ‘fuel’ necessary to
start the process of sustainable development and the IGO
contribution, in this case the CSD, as the ‘engine’ to get
us there. Neither fuel nor engine generate momentum on
their own. More recently, the contribution that 1GOs
might make to achieving sustainable development has
been analysed in terms of their contribution to improv-
ing concern, national capacity and the ‘contractua envi-
ronment’.® 1GO functions relating to these can be
grouped as follows: arena and rule setting, monitoring,
and adjudication and enforcement.*

This article addresses the CSD’s contribution to sus-
tainable development with respect to these functions,
focusing particularly on monitoring. It asks whether the
CSD reporting process has enhanced mutua account-
ability and whether it has generated useful information
for policy makers at the international, regional, and na-
tional levels. Has reporting enhanced financia and re-
source flows and capacity building to developing coun-
tries or proved a drain on them? Rio expectations for the

CSD may have been unredlistically high, but five years
on we need to know whether the CSD has made progress.

CSD History

The idea for the CSD was conceived during the prepara-
tory meetings for UNCED, in particular the final meet-
ing before Rio.> Many developing countries favoured the
establishment of a new institution to counter the power
and inequitable governance structures of multilateral fi-
nancial institutions.® Others were justifiably cautious
about the proliferation of institutions in the UN family
at atime when the UN system was undergoing a process
of reform involving restructuring, revitalizing, and
streamlining. The compromise was the creation of a new
ingtitution, but one which was firmly part of the UN family
and could contribute to the restructuring process. While
UNCED delegates reached agreement on the Commis-
sion’s functions and spelt these out in Chapter 38 of
Agenda 21, they could not agree on many important
organizational issues.” Accordingly, the General Assem-
bly was mandated to determine these at its 47th Session.

The General Assembly decided to set up the CSD asa
high-level functional commission of the Economic and
Socia Council (ECOSOC) to oversee effective follow-up
of the agreements made at UNCED.? It decided that the
Commission should meet annualy for a two- to three-
week period. The controversial issue of location was set-
tled with a face saving formula allowing the Commission
a choice to meet in either New York or Geneva, but the
understanding was, and remains, that it will operate from
New York. Membership of the Commission is to be ‘high
level’, including ministers, comprising 53 members elected
by ECOSOC for three year terms of office.®

The Commission reports to ECOSOC and, through it,
to the Genera Assembly. Other member States of the UN
and its specialized agencies and other observers of the UN,
especidly the international financial institutions and the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), are
to attend the CSD and assist and advise the Commission
on its work. To ensure the fullest participation of 1GO
observers and non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
the General Assembly recommended that the Commis-
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sion examine ECOSOC rules of procedure with a view to
making appropriate changes—essentially to ensure par-
ticipation of such organizations, including the European
Union and NGOs in particular, on terms comparable
with those established for UNCED.?

Support Mechanisms

To assist the CSD, and to provide a focal point within
the UN for sustainable development, the Secretary-Gen-
eral established the Division for Sustainable Development
within the new Department for Policy Co-ordination and
Sustainable Development (DPCSD).* The DPCSD serv-
icesthe CSD's New York based secretariat. It also assists
the Secretary-Generd in the exercise of his responsibili-
ties for system wide co-ordination through its servicing
of the Administrative Committee on Co-ordination
(ACC) and the ACC's subsidiary organs.’? Established
in 1946, the ACC comprises the Secretary General and
the heads of all organizations within the UN system.?® It
is a critical organization for co-ordinating the work of
UN organs, specialized agencies, and programmes.

After UNCED, the ACC established a new subcommit-
tee, comprising the same membership as itself—the In-
ter-Agency Committee on Sustainable Development
(IACSD)—inter alia to assist with the co-ordination func-
tion, and also to implement and monitor the role the UN
system isitsalf called to play by the UNCED agreements.*
While clearly supportive of the CSD’s role, initiatives
undertaken by the IACSD are increasingly becoming
influential for the work of the CSD, in particular the
IACSD’s system of ‘task managers' and its work relating
to streamlining national reporting requirements, which
for this reason are discussed in more detail below.%

CSD Mandate
The objectives of the CSD are:

to ensure effective follow-up to [UNCED] as well as to enhance
international cooperation and rationalize the intergovernmental
decision-making capacity for the integration of environment and
development issues and to examine the progress of the implementation
of Agenda 21 at the national, regional and internationa levels, fully
guided by the principles of the Rio Declaration . . . and al other
aspects of the Conference, in order to achieve sustainable development
in al countries.®

The Genera Assembly elaborated a number of functions
for the CSD. As this article focuses on reporting and
monitoring, the following functions are particularly rel-
evant:

* to monitor progress of the implementation of Agenda
21 throughout the United Nations system through
analysis and evaluation of reports from al relevant
organs, organizations, programmes, and institutions
of the United Nations System dealing with issues re-
lating to environment and development, including
those related to finance;

to consider information from governments, for ex-
ample, in the form of periodic communications or
national reports regarding activities undertaken in
implementing Agenda 21, including problems and
other environmental and development issues they
find relevant;

to consider, where appropriate, information regard-
ing the progress made in the implementation of envi-
ronmental conventions which could be made avail-
able by the relevant conference of the parties;

to review and analyse input from non-governmental
organizations, including the scientific and private sec-
tor, and to enhance dialogue between these entities
and the UN;

to provide appropriate recommendations to the
Genera Assembly, via ECOSOC, on the basis of an
integrated consideration of the reports and issues
relating to the implementation of Agenda 21;

to consider the results of the Secretary-Genera’s re-
view of al UNCED recommendations for capacity-
building programmes, information networks, task
forces, and other mechanisms to support the integra-
tion of environment and development at the regiona
and subregional level.

In undertaking these functions the Commission is to ‘keep
in review the dynamic nature of Agenda 21 and, after
reviewing the progress of Agenda 21 in 1997, to make
recommendations on the need for new arrangements re-
lated to sustainable development to ECOSOC and,
through it, to the General Assembly’.”

Thematic Work Programme, 1993-97

The first organizational meeting of the CSD (246 Feb-
ruary 1993) and the first substantive meeting (14-25 June
1993) resulted in the establishment of two intercessional
working groups to assist, respectively, with the implemen-
tation of the adequacy of financial resources and the
transfer of technology.’® The CSD’s reporting require-
ments are related to its multi-year thematic programme.
This programme is based on issue clusters to provide a
framework for reviewing Agenda 21. There are nine clus-
ters altogether. Five of these relate to cross-sectora is-
sues which the CSD has agreed to review annualy. These
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are critical elements of sustainability, financial resources
mechanisms, education, science, transfer of environmen-
tally sound technologies, co-operation and capacity build-
ing, decision-making structures, and roles of major
groups. The remaining four clusters deal with sectora
issues. Each of these has been taken up once in athree
year period to ensure the review of al chapters of Agenda
21 by the 1997 UNGASS review.

Table 1. Information Required for CSD Reports, 1993-97

CSb Cross-sectoral  Sectoral issues

session issues

1993 none none—organizational session

1994 yes health, human settlements and
fresh water, toxic chemicals, and
hazardous wastes

1995 yes land, desertification, forests, bio-
diversity

1996 yes atmosphere, oceans, and all kinds
of seas

1997 yes overdl review of Agenda 21 for
UNGASS

The CSD Reporting System

\Who Reports

As defined in Chapter 38 of Agenda 21 and in Resolution
47/191, the CSD mandate requires consideration of at
least five different kinds of input or report from the fol-
lowing entities:

« dl relevant bodies in the UN system;

* national governments;

« conferences of the parties of environmental treaties;

« competent NGOs including from science and the pri-
vate sector;

+ the Secretary-General on post-UNCED UN re-
views.®

At its first session, the CSD added a sixth category of
entities—international organizations outside the UN sys-
tem—and invited them to submit reports on activities
related to sustainable development.? Nationa reports
or communications from governments are therefore one
element of the informational framework the CSD must
consider to discharge its functions. This approach rightly
recognizes that sustainable development requires review
of action from governments, IGOs, and NGOs at the
local, national, regional, and international levels. A report-
ing process focused exclusively on governments would fail
to engage these other actors and levels.

It is not clear, however, whether at the time Resolution

47/191 was negotiated, or later, anyone actually sat down
to work out the total number of entities who might gen-
erate reports of relevance to the CSD. Not counting NGO
input, an educated guestimate might be somewhere be-
tween 400 and 500 entities, which might produce the same
number of reports annually. The sheer magnitude, as
well as the wide ranging subject matter the reports have
to cover, make the CSD’s monitoring role without prec-
edent in international lega history. The fact that the CSD
is part of the UN system, and yet is supposed to assess
progress made by this system, adds an additional layer
of institutional complexity. In the context of UN budg-
etary cuts and staff shortages, it is easier to side with the
pessimists and accept that the CSD’s task is doomed (or
designed?) to fail.?

Voluntary Reports

Fears that a mandatory reporting process might result
in a global ‘environmental watch dog’, coupled with na-
tional sovereignty concerns, were prevalent at UNCED.
They prompted major developing countries, such as In-
dia, China, and Brazil, encouraged by the Bush adminis-
tration, to argue strongly against mandatory reporting
of progress on Agenda 21.%2 Despite reservations from
the progressive countries in the Organization for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD), and
from many developing ones, the fears prevailed. Chapter
38 only requires states to consider the preparation of
national reports. Accordingly, the CSD’s mandate does
not oblige states to submit information to the Commis-
sion. Colombia, on behaf of the Group of 77 (G-77) and
China, raised these sensitivities again at the organizational
session by noting that information provided by govern-
ments to the CSD was voluntary.* A number of subse-
quent communications, including the 1996 Indian report,
which carries the title ‘Voluntary Exchange of Informa-
tion' on its front cover, refer explicitly to their voluntary
nature.

The CSD’s entitlement to reports from international
organizations and parts of the UN system is framed in
stronger language. Resolution 47/191 requests these en-
tities ‘to report on steps they have taken to give effect to
this recommendation’ and to make these ‘available to the
CSD and ECOSOC in 1993, or at the latest, in 1994' % It
is interesting to note by contrast that the World Bank
and other international, regional, and subregional finan-
cial and development institutions are only ‘invited’ to
submit regularly their ‘reports containing information on
their experiences, activities and plans to implement
Agenda 21'.% In practice, however, the CSD, through
ECOSOC, has invited al organizations, within and out-
side the UN group, to submit information to the CSD
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with aview to ensuring ' effective collaboration and greater
complementarity of activities of intergovernmental or-
ganizations, both within and outside the United Nations
system’.?

The nature and frequency of reports from environmen-
tal conventions will be determined by each conference of
parties. So far the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD) has made greater efforts to liaise with and pro-
vide relevant information to the CSD than the UN Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).2 Fi-
nally, so far as inputs from NGOs are concerned, there is
no requirement for the CSD actively to canvass such in-
formation or for NGOs to provide it. Where they choose
to do so, however, the CSD must ‘receive and analyze'
relevant input.?

Frequency

As the entire process of national reporting is voluntary,
the CSD organizational session concluded that ‘it will be
up to governments to decide on [the] degree of detail and
regularity’ of information submitted to the CSD.* Taken
as a whole, however the decisions adopted by the first
session of the CSD, in particular the guidelines on report-
ing, create an expectation that governments are to pro-
vide information on an annual basis.

Asthe figuresin Table 2 indicate (see p. 58), 80 out of
114 countries that have reported to the CSD since 1993
have done so on more than one occasion.® Although
lamented by those closely following the CSD process, such
figures compare favourably with the track record of other
environmental conventions3 In fact when the track
record of developing countries alone is looked at, the
CSD’s achievements seem extraordinarily high, with the
overwhelming majority of developing countries, includ-
ing the least developed among them, having reported at
least once. If the 1992 national reports for UNCED are
included, the majority of them have reported at least twice
in five years.®

Formatand Timing

In keeping with their voluntary nature, the content, for-
mat and timing of reports is ultimately for governments
to determine. The Commission’s lack of mandatory au-
thority to determine these matters has led to intense dis-
cussion, in particular at the first CSD session (14-25 June
1993).* Based on the experience of reports for UNCED,
the preparatory documentation submitted for the first
session by the Secretary General had made a number of
‘suggestions’ which CSD delegates might consider for
adoption.® These included:

* that governments consider maintaining the sustain-
able development committees or similar structures
established for UNCED with a view to these continu-
ing the task of national co-ordination and interna-
tional reporting;

allowing the CSD to make use of the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) country offices
to facilitate communication;

* recommending that the CSD secretariat analyse coun-
try reportsin a fashion similar to UNCED but modify
the analysis to focus on present and planned activi-
ties for the implementation of Agenda 21;
recognition that countries might find it helpful to
follow some standardized format in preparing their
reports, which would ensure that a more focused and
coherent analysis of information and data was re-
ceived.®

The document then went on to make some specific sug-
gestions for the format and timing of reports, including
that they should:

* bein one of the official UN languages;

« follow a suggested format and length not exceeding
50 pages and be presented more in the manner of
statistical sheets offering hard facts and less text;

* refer to specific facts and data in the UNCED report
and reflect any change, improvement, or deteriora-
tion, presented on a sectoral or cross-sectoral basis
reflecting the structure of Agenda 21;

* be submitted at least three months before the begin-
ning of the CSD session at which they might be con-
sidered.

By the end of the session, countries tacitly recognized that
the work of the Commission requires some kind of com-
mon format and some degree of guidance to govern-
ments. To avoid adopting decisions of a ‘mandatory’
nature, delegates at the first session agreed that:

* the Secretary-General should prepare reports using
a standardized format, which governments may wish
to follow, taking account of Agenda 21;%

« the information to be provided in any given year be
relevant to the Agenda 21 clusters of sectoral and
cross-sectoral issues to be discussed that year, that it
be concise and not more than 50 pages;

* it should be submitted at least six months before the
Commission’s session, updated if necessary;

« the first set of reports should be for the second CSD
session in 1994.%
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The set of general guidelines agreed at the session are
ostensibly for the secretariat to follow. Governments,
however, are encouraged to ‘take [these] into account to,
inter alia, facilitate the task of the secretariat’.* Taking
into account the clusters envisaged in the multi-year the-
matic programme, the information to be provided in-
cludes:

* policies and measures adopted to meet the objectives
of Agenda 21,

* ingtitutional mechanisms to address sustainable de-
velopment;

* measures taken to achieve sustainable production and
consumption patterns, combat poverty, and limit
demographic impact on the life-supporting capacity
of the planet;

* experiences gained from such policies/projects;

« specific problems and constraints encountered;

+ the adverse impact on sustainable development of
trade restrictive and distortive policies;

* assessments of capacity and needs for external assist-
ance;

* implementation of Agenda 21 commitments related
to finance, particularly related to the UN target of 0.7
per cent of gross national product for official devel-
opment assistance;

* any other relevant environment and development
issues, including those relating to youth, women and
other major groups.®

The actual guidelines of the reports came in the form of
atwo part questionnaire, one for sectoral issues, and one
for cross sectoral issues. Initialy each part had approxi-
mately 20 to 30 pages of questions for the country to
answer regarding steps taken to implement sustainable
development.

Sreamlining National Reporting

By the deadline for the second CSD session when the first
set of reports were due, few reports were completed, and
by March still only 26 replies had been received.** This
was not only because governments were not notified until
August 1993 that responses were requested by Novem-
ber 1993, but also because the guidelines were too com-
plex, and many countries, particularly developing ones,
lacked the capacity for providing the information.

As aresult of problems encountered in this first report-
ing year, it was decided that the secretariat would sim-
plify its guidelines so as to achieve more concise reports
for future sessions, in particular by presenting informa-
tion ‘in tabular form, supplemented by brief descriptive
texts.’* The CSD aso suggested that governments ‘ may

wish to include relevant nationa indicators aready in use
to facilitate the CSD’s exchange of information.

By 1995 it was becoming evident that, in the period af-
ter UNCED, states were being confronted with a grow-
ing number of reporting requirements in the field of sus-
tainable development stretching scarce national resources.
At its fifth meeting, the IACSD ‘agreed on the need to
review, after the [CSD’q] third session the current report-
ing arrangements and modalities for agency preparation
with a view to both streamlining the reporting process
and facilitating the work of the Commission.”® In are-
lated vein, ECOSOC discussed follow-up to major post-
UNCED conferences, and in its agreed conclusion 1995/
1 requested the Secretary-General to prepare a standard-
ized and simplified format that could be used by govern-
ments in preparing information on a single subject or
clusters of subjects.*

A decision further to ‘streamline and simplify the guide-
lines for the 1996 CSD session’ was taken a the third CSD
session to ‘alow country reports to focus on identifiable
achievements and lessons learned.”* Responding in part
to the Secretary-General’s recommendations on stream-
lining, the General Assembly requested that the CSD sec-
retariat begin to put together country profiles to be in-
cluded in the Secretary-General’ s report for the 1997 fifth
CSD session on the assessment of overal progressin the
implementation of Agenda 21.%

Because al of the sectoral issues had been discussed after
the fourth session, the 1997 country profiles were to take
the place of the usual national reports. The secretariat
was instructed to compile the profiles using all past re-
ports to that date and then send them to their respective
governments for updates and corrections. The 1997 pro-
files came in the form of Agenda 21 chapter-by-chapter
status reports, based on the compilation of information
contained in past reports for countries to correct and
update where necessary. Draft profiles were submitted to
the governments during the spring and summer of 1996
and were then returned to the secretariat for inclusion in
the final 1997 profiles. Blank country profile forms were
sent to those countries that had not previously partici-
pated in the national reports.

At its February 1997 meeting, the IACSD considered a
number of background papers on the subject of stream-
lining national reports.*” Responding to the CSD’s re-
quest at its fourth session that the Secretary-General
provide the Commission with proposals on this subject,
the IACSD agreed a number of principles:

* all relevant organizations in the UN system and sec-
retariats of conventions should participate in the
streamlining process,
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* governments should not be requested to provide the
same information to more than one UN organiza-
tion or convention secretariat, as this would be shared
by these organizations;
information mandated by legally binding processes
or intergovernmental institutions should continue to
be provided, but the respective secretariat should
make this available to the CSD;
country profiles being prepared by the DPCSD
should serve as the basis for streamlined socio-eco-
nomic information of relevance to sustainable devel-
opment;
streamlining should be linked to the parallel exercise
of developing common access to UN databases and
establishing a sustainable development web site also
mandated by the CSD;
development of alonger term programme to include
the establishment of country-owned sustainable de-
velopment web sites, a manual on reporting, and
consideration of core data sets recognizing that ca-
pacity building is required to establish and maintain
web sites and reports in electronic formats;
« streamlining should begin in a limited manner but be
broadened over time to include data other than man-
dated national reports.

In his report to the fifth CSD session the Secretary-Gen-
eral recommended that nationa reporting to the Com-
mission continue but that ‘rather than preparing new
comprehensive reports on an annua basis, countries be
requested to update the country profiles on an annual
basis. Countries that have not submitted a profile would
be requested to prepare a comprehensive profile. And
finally, consistent with the proposals for streamlining
national reporting requirements, ‘countries need to re-
port separately to the Commission only on those issues
on which they do not have to report to conference of
parties of international conventions and other inter-gov-
ernmental bodies.’

Since UNGASS, the CSD has kept the country pro-
files on file so that much of the general information will
not have to be repeated on a yearly basis. By July 1997
country profiles from 75 countries and five IGOs were
available on the CSD’sweb site, some providing extremely
comprehensive information, others less complete but
nonetheless extremely useful first points of contact.® For
the sixth CSD session in 1998 the national reports will
again focus on the new multi-year thematic programme
following the pre-1997 format, but without each govern-
ment having to repeat information already contained in
its profile. Thiswill allow the report to focus more on the
new sectoral and cross-sectoral issues to be discussed.

Evaluation of Reports

The CSD reporting process has been evolving since 1993,
and clearly the learning phase is not yet complete. It is
timely, however, to consider two questions, firstly,
whether the information contained in national reports is
accurate, and secondly, whether it has been useful to the
CSD and others. As much recent political science research
has focused on quality and effectiveness of information
review systems, it may be worth bearing these other expe-
riences in mind in reviewing the CSD process.”

Accuracy

Chayes and Chayes point out that the widespread use of
self-reporting raises a generd question about the reliability
of information provided.® They provide some ‘ spectacu-
lar instances' of deliberate misreporting but find system-
atic falsification rare. Non-reporting or provision of in-
complete information is a more typical state reaction:
generally states see few incentives to provide information
showing their own lack of compliance.s An additional
problem is that, where officials responsible for reporting
are also in charge of substantive implementation pro-
grammes, there is an incentive to make their own perform-
ance look good, and perhaps better than it actualy isin
practice. The CSD faces al of these challenges.

So far as the quality of information is concerned, one
major problem for the CSD is deciding what counts as a
‘baseling’ for measuring current performance. Most en-
vironmental treaties provide for a goa and some kind of
quantified baseline against which national performance
can be assessed. But the multiple goal and wide-ranging
nature of Agenda 21 would appear to preclude such an
approach. A second problem is that much of the infor-
mation reported is of a qualitative nature, making any
kind of aggregation as well as verification difficult. The
CSD secretariat ‘found that information submitted in
1994 was, generally speaking more difficult to quantify.’
They aso point out that, ‘athough the guidelines for 1995
sought more precise information than in 1994, many of
the responses are based on estimates rather than on sta-
tistically exact data’*® The CSD has responded construc-
tively to these problems. The Secretary-General’s reports
on national information highlighted the need to develop,
and for countries to use, sustainable development indi-
cators. It is clear that in the period beyond 1997, report-
ing to the CSD will continue to take the form of country
profiles with an increased use of indicators.>

So far as the multiple goal and lack of baseline prob-
lem is concerned, the CSD has taken an interesting ap-
proach—focusing reporting attention on what countries
proposed in the way of future policies and programmes.
By doing so, it has not only ‘forced’ countries to submit
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historical data but, much more importantly, also pro-
vided some impetus for countries to engage in strategic
planning across all areas relevant to sustainable develop-
ment.® The clearest explanation of the underlying ration-
ale to this approach can be found in the work of the
IACSD. A background discussion document about the
reporting process and its relationship to the CSD’s role
in monitoring progress at the nationa level in the imple-
mentation of Agenda 21 states that:

[1t is understood that the primary activity at the national level should
be the formulation of sustainable development strategies and, where
appropriate, related sectoral strategies and/or plans. Submitting these
strategies [to the CSD] would, in principle, suffice. Reporting is thus a
secondary objective. However, not many countries have developed
such strategies and the reporting may become a first step towards the
formulation of such a strategy.*

Part 1 (cross-sectoral issues) of the 1996 CSD guidelines
for national information states that, if a government has
a National Agenda 21 or a National Sustainable Devel-
opment Strategy or Plan ‘that adequately covers the chap-
ters/issues raised by these guidelines, there may be no need
to complete this information again.’> From these state-
ments, it is clear that, at this stage of the CSD’s institu-
tional history, its attention is weighted to performing its
‘catalytic’ role—getting countries to plan and do things—
rather than its ‘monitoring’ role—checking if they have
done what they have reported and, if so, what effect this
has for the environment and for development.

Usefulness

Initialy, the secretariat made limited use of the informa-
tion provided in assessing progress at the national, re-
gional, and global levels. The first sets of reports, for ex-
ample, arrived too late for analysis® The secretariat thus
compiled them into a database and used them only as an
internal tool for preparing its own reports for the 1994
second session. The picture was not that much better by
1995, as no reports were received by the deadline; when
reports were finaly received, there were too few to make
global conclusions.

But since then, as the numbers of reports have increased
and the secretariat’s database has grown, the informa-
tion generated has been subject to greater analysis, and
the secretariat has attempted to present the information
in charts and matrices to make it more digestible® This
contrasts with a number of other international report-
ing processes where the reports are neither reviewed by
members nor discussed.®

By 1996 the Secretary-General’s report indicated much
more analysis and use of the information provided to the
secretariat. The report to the fifth CSD session concluded
that the

country profiles have contributed to two separate and important
processes . . . the outward looking reporting process, which permits
countries to establish baseline data, monitor their own progress,
provide transparency and share experience and information with
others, and indicate areas or priority, progress and constraint. The
second is the internal, inward-looking process that brings together an
array of stakeholders at the national level to review their progress.®?

As the country profiles are completed, the secretariat’s
web site page containing these is likely to become an in-
creasingly important source of information for anyone
interested in gaining a snapshot of a country’s efforts
towards sustainable development, and that might also
assist more advanced researchers interested in specific
areas. While the secretariat’s analysis and matrices pro-
vide some useful information to policy makers, any glo-
bal assessment loses the wealth of information about
national government policy, existing and future legisla-
tion, and the relevant actors involved that is contained in
each national report. Arguably, the country reports them-
selves are, and perhaps will remain, the most useful of the
‘CSD documents'.®

Certainly, from a national perspective, it appears that
the majority of countries reporting to the Commission
find the reporting process useful.% This is because the
process of compiling CSD reports allows interaction be-
tween different ministries and stakeholders, collection of
up to date data, and assessment of what each national
agency has done for that year.5 Thereis also anecdotal
evidence that countries enjoy the opportunity to present
their Agenda 21 experience on particular topics at CSD
sessions.®® The major constraints identified by national
officials to reporting was insufficient time, although lack
of staff and data and irritation at duplication of requests
for information were also mentioned. These did not,
however, appear to make the process of reporting un-
duly burdensome. Thus the Secretary-General’s conclu-
sions about the reporting process contributing to the
outward and inward processes would appear to be well
founded.

Reporting Process Problems

Despite its evolving nature, a number of problems remain
with the CSD reporting process. The following section
discusses some of the most common criticisms.

Lack of Mandatory Basisfor Reporting

Many writers have lamented the absence of a clear, ob-

ligatory reporting process in the CSD’s mandate and cited

the lack as a mgjor factor in limiting its ability to improve

the ‘contractual environment’.” There is merit to these

views but the following factors must be borne in mind.
When contrasted with the record of other international
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Table 2. Number of National Reports Received by the CSD

Y ear Total number Number from Number from Number from
of reports developed nations developing nations ~ economies in transition*

19922 154 22 121 11

19943 53 22 27 4

1995 59 23 34 2

1996 41 20 19 2

19974 97 24 65 8

Notes:

1. Using the Annex 1 listing from the Framework Convention on Climate Change. Severa countries have reported to the CSD which are not parties
to the FCCC and therefore may fall under this heading, such as: Albania, Armenia, Croatia, Kazakhstan, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Uzbekistan.

These countries have been counted here as developing.

2. 1992 reports were submitted to the Preparatory Committee for the UN Conference on Environment and Development over the period 1991-2.
3. There were no reports for the year 1993 as this was the CSD organizational year.
4

1997 national reports were in the form of ‘National Profiles'.

Source: 1992 figures from INTERAISE (1996), World Directory of Country Environmental Studies, May; 19947 figures from Mary Pat Silveira,
United Nations Division for Sustainable Development, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (1997).

environmental organizations, the basis for this criticism
does not seem well founded, as the CSD has been very
successful in diciting reports from national governments,
particularly because it is still a ‘young’ organization. Ta-
ble 2 illustrates a steadily increasing number of govern-
ments submitting reports, including by 1997 virtually all
developed countries and the mgjority of developing ones.
More detailed information from the DPCSD indicates
that more than 250 reports have been submitted by 114
governments since 1993.% Only 34 of these appear to have
reported just once; most have reported at least two or
three times.®

It is clear that the lack of mandatory powers has not
led to a paucity of reports. As it is difficult to explain
whether this relative success has occurred despite the
Commission’s lack of powers or because of it, any rec-
ommendation to the effect that the CSD clarify or
strengthen its legal mandate to demand reports seems
premature. Recent scholars examining the effectiveness
and compliance of international environmental regimes
are only too aware that binding reporting requirements
in environmental treaties are generally honoured in the
breach.™ With few exceptions, the majority of parties for
the magjority of treaties do not appear to honour their
reporting commitments or do so only partialy.” And
this for treaties that are sectoral in nature and, so one
would have hoped, relatively straightforward to report
upon when contrasted with the complexity and quantity
of information required for reporting on the 40 cross-
cutting and sectoral chapters of Agenda 21.

TooMuch Paper or Not Enough
In the public, and activist, mind, too much (UN) paper
connotes inefficiency and lack of ‘real’ action.”? Talk of

CSD ‘paper mountains' is rife among the cynics. Yet if
reporting were to become mandatory (and honoured) the
CSD might have hundreds of detailed reports requiring
the secretariat’s analysis and subsequent government
consideration.

This begs the question what kind of reporting process
is appropriate for something as wide ranging as Agenda
21. Reporting processes under other international envi-
ronmental treaties do not deal with the kind or quantity
of information the CSD is expected to handle. Synthesiz-
ing this information in a meaningful way is itself a new
challenge and one which is taking time and resources to
crack.” The nearest environmental comparison is the
Climate Change Convention, but here there is a clear
objective and quantified information on baselines and
inventories that can be provided.™

The problems of self-reporting are well known. To be
meaningful, the assessment and review process would
require an injection of secretariat resources and much
more time. Seven people sitting in an office in New York
cannot be expected to assess the accuracy and reliability
of hundreds of reports each year and to tell others any-
thing useful aout them (even if this amounts just to stat-
ing that the information is incomplete or statistically
flawed).™ The ‘streamlining’ process may reduce the size
of the CSD’s task, but this still remains enormous, be-
cause not all parts of Agenda 21 have a treaty or secre-
tariat analysing national reports. Information analysis
across the full range of Agenda 21, even on the basis of
information provided by other secretariats, will generate
enormous amounts of paper and will require a much
larger CSD secretariat and budget. Policy makers will also
have to devote more time to understanding this infor-
mation before acting. It is fanciful to think otherwise.
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Frequency of Reporting
It isfair to say that the frequency of national reports was
determined to a large degree by the timetable imposed by
the five year review of Agenda 21 undertaken by
UNGASS, rather than whether governments wanted to
or were capable of preparing such reports or the CSD
secretariat of analysing them. Given that national reports
are also becoming due for the Climate Change and
Biodiversity conventions and under al the major UN
summits held since 1992,% governments' complaints
about the frequency of national reporting, and the fre-
quent duplication of information demanded by various
parts of the UN system, appear to be solidly grounded.”
As noted by the Secretary-General, the numbers of re-
ports required (of countries and the secretariat) ‘cannot
be discussed without also raising the issue of the num-
bers of meetings of subsidiary bodies of the [ECOSOC]
and the Assembly . . . It is meetings that generate docu-
mentation.’” This can be dealt with by cutting the num-
bers of subsidiary bodies or cutting the numbers of re-
quests for reports or both. Making increased efforts at
biennialization or triennidization of specific agenda items
or indeed of whole meetings is also possible. UNGASS
did not reduce the annual nature of CSD sessions. Nor
did it endorse calls, made, for example, by Chancellor
Kohl, for a World Environment Agency that might have
brought the different environment-related UN agencies
under one organizational roof, and ultimately rational-
ized reporting requirements.” It did, however, cal for
conferences of the parties to give consideration, inter alia,
‘to integrating national reporting requirements’.®
UNGASS also adopted the CSD’s new multi-year work
programme for 1998-2002 which appears to reduce the
numbers of agenda items considered annually.®* The
adoption of poverty/consumption and production pat-
terns as overriding issues for the next four sessions and
the elimination of annual examination of all cross-sectoral
issues should also reduce the frequency of national re-
ports dealing with these elements.

Conclusions

It is important to understand that, within the UN sys-
tem, reporting is one kind of compliance and enforcement
mechanism to induce and compel states to carry out their
legal obligations.®2 Typically, reporting mechanisms re-
quire submission of a report in accordance with guide-
lines and review of the report. The submission may lead
to questions being asked, and in some cases detailed en-
quiry, resulting in an official report that notes discrepan-
cies between the state's conduct and the requirements of
the treaty or applicable law.®

Currently, the CSD reporting process cannot function
in this ‘characteristic’ way. One constraint is the CSD’s
lack of mandatory authority to demand reports and
undertake questioning or detailed enquiry of individual
states. But, like the United Nations and its specialized
agencies, the CSD was not conceived as a legidative body
or given compulsory jurisdiction. It is unrealistic to think
somehow it (or another body) will be given such powers
in the near future.

A bigger constraint for the reporting process, however,
is the nature of Agenda 21 itself. Even if it had manda-
tory powers, the CSD would find it difficult to direct state
behaviour, as Agenda 21 does not provide rules to be
applied to particular situations. Agenda 21 is more like a
cookery book containing many recipes that together
combine to make a healthy diet, but the individua reci-
pes, ingredients, and processes can be infinitely varied—
and to good effect. It will take time, but certain ‘ cooking
rules and common ingredients (perhaps in the form of
sustainable development indicators) are bound to
emerge, as is consensus that some recipes are completely
unpalatable and others everyone's favourite. The CSD
reporting process will generate the common ingredients
as well as provide menus of suitable recipes.

A third, more practical limitation is that of resources.
Reporting imposes burdens on states and secretariats.
Many practical, legal, and ingtitutional difficulties stand
in the way of ‘integrated’ reports or streamlined report-
ing processes. The pursit of both will generate costs and
upheaval. But these steps are undoubtedly in the right
direction and, if successful, will put the UN and other
international bureaucracies at the service of governments
pursuing sustainable development.

So far as rule making is concerned, the CSD has fos-
tered other processes that might lead to new or clearer
rules. The CSD’s Intergovernmental Panel on Forests is
a notable success, even though a new treaty has not re-
sulted, as it has clarified the purpose and nature of rules
that might be developed in the future® Intercessional
workshops sponsored by individual governments, such
as those on chemical safety, have also been highly suc-
cessful in generating consensus and concern.® Time is
needed, but the practice of intergovernmental panels on
specific topics, together with government- and NGO-
sponsored intercessional workshops, might facilitate rule
making. Ultimately, the rules will probably be promul-
gated by bodies other than the CSD, but the CSD’s con-
tribution is no less real than that of the UN General
Assembly, which, although not a legislative body, has
developed international law in a subtle but effective way.®

The CSD’s mandate was to ‘monitor’ progress by the
UN system, states, and international organizations to-
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wards sustainable development. Due to the constraints
outlined above, it is difficult for the CSD to undertake
‘monitoring’ which might be related to compliance and
enforcement issues. Rather, at this stage in time, the CSD's
reporting process can best be understood as attempt to
create the conditions necessary for future monitoring. In
political science vocabulary, the CSD is till engaged in
agenda setting and prospective rule making rather than
in monitoring, adjudication, and enforcement. Thisis a
much needed function, as environment and development
issues have dlipped down the scale of public and political
importance since Rio.

The empirical evidence also suggests that, for the time
being, the CSD’s agenda-setting strategy is useful and is
generating results. Scores of national sustainable devel-
opment commissions have been set up, in part as a re-
sponse to the CSD process.®” The development of na-
tional action plans or Agenda 21 strategies has undoubt-
edly been given a boost by the CSD reporting process. In
addition, through its requests for information, the CSD
has galvanized co-operation between different national
ministries and stakeholders. Finally, its rather onerous
reporting requirements have set in train the whole * stream-
lining’ process, which has led to increased co-operation
within the UN and in particular with the international
financial ingtitutions. In this respect the CSD is contrib-
uting positively to the revitalization and restructuring of
the UN as awhole.

Of course there is no conclusive answer as to whether
this will lead to sustainable development, and, if so, over
what period of time. But the CSD reporting process is
helping to generate the kind of data, national co-ordina-
tion, and international institutional responses needed for
progress—although this is happening more slowly than
the hedlth of the planet demands. It may not prove enough
but for now the reporting process is beginning to look as
if it may emerge as one that has the potentia to keep all
on track. For that it should be applauded as a quiet but
significant step towards sustainable development.
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