
The UN Commission on Sustainable DevelopmentStine Madland Kaasa

The UN Commission on Sustainable
Development: Which Mechanisms
Explain Its Accomplishments?

•

Stine Madland Kaasa*

The UN Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) was established in
1993 in order to follow up the commitments from the UN Conference on Envi-
ronment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. An overall goal
was to enhance the integration of environmental, economic and social dimen-
sions of sustainable development at the national, regional and international
levels. The CSD was established as the ªrst and only true sustainable develop-
ment commission. Agenda 21 called for the establishment of the CSD within
the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC).1 A special session
of ECOSOC in 1993 agreed on the CSD’s mandate: to monitor and review prog-
ress on the implementation of Agenda 21 at local, national and international
level; to develop policy recommendations; and to promote dialogue and build
partnerships for sustainable development among governments, the interna-
tional community, and major groups.2

The establishment of the CSD was seen as one of the main outcomes of
UNCED, as it was agreed that the follow-up activities would be of vital impor-
tance for sustainable development. However, there has been growing concern as
to whether the CSD has succeeded in fulªlling its mandate and has further ad-
vanced the sustainable development agenda.3 Some observers have even argued
that the CSD is merely a “talk shop.” A question that should be answered is
whether this criticism is well founded.

The main objective for the analysis in this article is to evaluate which
mechanisms affect the work of the CSD, in order to understand how it would be
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possible to enhance the potential for effectiveness. A starting point for the eval-
uation is an assessment of the CSD’s accomplishments during its ªrst ten years.
The study is based heavily on interviews, which have served as sources of infor-
mation that has been difªcult to obtain through written documents.4 Earlier
work on the CSD has also been very useful for this analysis. Given the scope of
the analysis, some limitations have been made. After the World Summit on Sus-
tainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg in 2002, the delegates at the
CSD’s eleventh annual meeting (CSD-11) decided to introduce several reforms.
As it is considered premature to determine the effects of these reforms, the CSD
sessions after WSSD have not been evaluated in this study. Also, an evaluation
of the CSD’s relations to other UN bodies, and possible spillover effects from
the CSD process to other processes, have not been included here due to the
need for brevity.

The ªrst section of the article will present the analytical framework. In Sec-
tion Two, the analysis will focus on evaluating the CSD’s accomplishments
against the goals formulated by the commission’s mandate. Based on my analyt-
ical framework, I will evaluate which mechanisms explain the CSD’s goal attain-
ment and summarize the main ªndings in Section Three. In Section Four, some
of the future prospects for the CSD will be discussed.

1. Analytical Framework

One of the main challenges concerning research on regimes and institutions has
been how to evaluate and measure effectiveness. In general, “a regime [or an in-
stitution] can be considered effective to the extent that it successfully performs a
certain (set of) function(s) or solves the problem(s) that motivated its establish-
ment.”5 The concept of effectiveness has evolved as scholars have addressed the
question of why some efforts at developing and implementing joint solutions
to international problems succeed while others fail.6

In order to evaluate and measure effectiveness, scholars often distinguish
between three types of institutional consequences: output, outcome and im-
pact.7 When an agreement is made and an institution is established, this will
lead to consequences such as the norms, principles, and rules generated by the
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4. As the study is based heavily on interviews, it is important to note some shortcomings. The se-
lection of respondents has been based on availability, on their degree of involvement and/or
their position in the decision-making process. Availability has been one of the main challenges
when selecting respondents. Thus, almost half of the interviews have been conducted in Oslo,
with representatives from the Norwegian Ministry of Environment and Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs. As the eleven interviewees are not a representative sample, the information might be
somewhat imbalanced.
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institution itself, that is, the output. Further, when an agreement is imple-
mented, it is expected that this will lead to consequences in form of behavioral
changes, which is regarded as the outcome of the agreement. Finally, when mea-
sures are in effect and target groups are adjusted, this may in turn affect the
physical problem at hand, that is, the impact of the agreement.8

Preferably, a study of effectiveness should concern the effects of an institu-
tion (impact), but such a study can be extremely difªcult due to methodological
problems. Thus, most studies are concerned with the output or the outcome.9 In
order to study the outcome, the consequences of an institution must be evalu-
ated several years after the institution’s entry into force.10 As the CSD can be con-
sidered an immature institution, it is too early to determine possible behavioral
change of target groups. I will therefore base my study of the CSD on data about
the output, in order to indicate its potential for effectiveness. In this regard, it
can be noted that isolating the effect of the CSD is a methodological challenge.
The CSD’s accomplishments may be affected by a complex interplay between
multiple factors. A correlation between the CSD and the actual achievements
does not necessarily indicate a causal relationship. As the correlation may be
spurious, the ªndings of the analysis are not necessary robust.

Underdal proposes two perspectives, “problem-solving capacity” and “the
character of the problem”, to evaluate effectiveness.11 To explain which mecha-
nisms affect the performances of the CSD, the former perspective is the most
fruitful approach to use. Whereas the “character of the problem” is a more static
explanatory perspective, the “problem-solving capacity” perspective can provide
useful insights on how to improve the work of the CSD. In general, the “prob-
lem-solving capacity” perspective may explain why some problems are solved
more effectively than others due to variations in the institutional design or be-
cause they are attacked with greater skill or energy.12 Based on “problem-solving
capacity,” two perspectives will serve as a starting point for the analysis of the
CSD: “distribution of capabilities” and “institutional setting.”13

1.1 Distribution of Capabilities

It is reasonable to assume that the distribution of capabilities—understood here
as economic and intellectual resources—among state actors will affect the prob-
lem-solving process and have an impact on an institution’s effectiveness. In or-
der to evaluate how the relevant capabilities are distributed, it is ªrst necessary
to explore the state actors’ interests in order to understand the positions states
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have in the negotiation process. Presumably, interests will affect whether a state
acts as a pusher or a laggard.14 However, states’ positions alone do not deter-
mine which states achieve actual breakthrough in the negotiation process. It is
capabilities that give the states the potential for inºuence.15 The distribution of
capabilities among state actors will presumably affect the decision-making pro-
cess of an institution, because the decisions most often reºect the interests of
the most powerful actors. It is therefore necessary to take the state actors’ capa-
bilities into account when identifying which states have been the most powerful
in the negotiation process and have achieved actual breakthrough for their in-
terests.

1.2 Institutional Setting

Even though a basic presumption here is that institutions matter, some interna-
tional institutions have more impact and contribute to greater effectiveness
than others, due to their speciªc institutional features. It is therefore important
to analyze how an institution is designed in order to understand why it is effec-
tive or ineffective, and moreover, to understand how it would be possible to en-
hance its effectiveness. For the case of the CSD, the exploration of institutional
design will concern several institutional factors: the role of the secretariat, repre-
sentation of state sectors, access and participation of nongovernmental organi-
zations (NGOs) and entrepreneurial leadership.

The role of the secretariat: Since state actors often have different interests and pref-
erences, a well-functioning secretariat can assist actors in cooperating and
thereby solving the problems at hand more effectively.16 A distinction between
two main roles of secretariats can be made: assistant or player. The assistant secre-
tariat acts as a behind-the-scenes adviser; provides administrative assistance to
the parties in document preparation as requested; and collects and compiles fol-
low-up reports from the parties. The player secretariat is an active and independ-
ent actor, as it initiates and actively participates in agenda setting and protocol
development; facilitates, and in some cases initiates, the development of negoti-
ating texts; frames central questions; acts as moderator or mediator in the event
of negotiation stalemates; and takes an active role in the analyses and dissemi-
nation of the parties’ follow-up reports.17 It will be assumed that a player secre-
tariat may affect goal attainment to a larger degree than an assistant secretariat.
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tainment, and therefore tries to enhance the decision-making process and push it in a positive
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(Rosendal 2000, 117).
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Representation of state sectors: It is important to evaluate the sectors of the na-
tional arena from which the ministers at the CSD are drawn, because “national
interests” are most often represented differently by different sectors.18 Exempli-
ªed by Allison’s words, “where you stand depends on where you sit,” ministers from
different sectoral ministries are expected to promote their sector’s issues and in-
terests.19 The CSD’s work concerns advancing the environmental, social and
economical dimensions of the sustainable development agenda. In order to ad-
dress sustainable development issues in a comprehensive way, broad and
diversiªed participation of sector ministers should be represented. It can also be
noted that some sector ministries are likely to have more power in their home
governments than others, underscoring the importance of which sectors are rep-
resented. Following this, it will be assumed that a broad sector representation is
needed to advance the sustainable development agenda and, thus, will enhance
the CSD’s goal attainment.

Access and participation of nongovernmental organizations:20 Concerning the effect
of NGOs’ access and participation, it is important to evaluate the difference be-
tween open and inclusive rules of access and exclusive opportunities for partici-
pation.21 In general, NGOs can be considered a diverse group of actors with
multiple and often conºicting interests. However, as a starting point, it will be
assumed that broad participation of NGOs may have a positive impact on the
work of the CSD.22 It will therefore be assumed that NGOs may enhance
the CSD’s achievements by providing information, creativity and new ideas
to the process; helping states to identify their interests; framing issues for collec-
tive debate; proposing speciªc policies; and identifying salient points for nego-
tiation.23

Entrepreneurial leadership:24 Entrepreneurial leadership refers to a person who
“relies on negotiating skill to frame issues in ways that foster integrative bar-
gaining and to put together deals that would otherwise elude participants en-
deavoring to form international regimes through institutional bargaining.”25

Stine Madland Kaasa • 111

18. Rosendal 2000, 87.
19. Allison 1971, 176.
20. In broad terms, a nongovernmental organization can be deªned as any organization that does

not have a formal or legal status as a state or agent of a state (Raustiala 2001, 97f). In this regard,
it is important to note that the term is “challenged by a host of alternative usages” (Gordenker
and Weiss 1996, 18). However, as noted by Gordenker and Weiss, “there seems no quarrel [. . .],
with the notion that these organizations consist of durable, bounded, voluntary relationships
among individuals to produce a particular product, using speciªc techniques.”

21. Wettestad 1999, 21.
22. This point is further discussed in the analysis of institutional setting in Section 3.
23. Haas 1992, 2.
24. Scholars often distinguish among three types of leadership. Young refers to structural, entrepre-

neurial and intellectual leadership. Interest-based perspectives, such as the problem-solving
perspective, are mostly concerned with entrepreneurial leadership (Young 1991, 287).

25. Young 1991, 293.



The political engineering of effective solutions may be a central dimension to
evaluate in order to explain an institution’s effectiveness. An entrepreneurial
leader’s ability to ªnd means to solve collective solutions is determined by his
or her capabilities, that is, skills, energy and status.26 The means an entrepreneur-
ial leader uses can be linked to the different tasks facing a leader. Underdal
points out three major tasks: designing substantive solutions that are politically
feasible; designing institutional arrangements that are conducive to the devel-
opment, adoption, and implementation of effective solutions; and designing
actor strategies that can be effective in inducing constructive cooperation.27 En-
trepreneurial leadership is exercised if an individual performs one or more of
these tasks.

2. To what Degree has the CSD Achieved its Goals?

In order to explain which mechanisms affect the work of the CSD, it is necessary
to begin with an evaluation of what the CSD has accomplished during its ªrst
ten years. Its performance will be evaluated against the goals formulated by the
Commission’s mandate. As the CSD was established with a very vague mandate
and a broad program of work, there is quite a lot of room for interpretation of
what the CSD actually has achieved.28 Thus, evaluating and determining the
CSD’s goal attainment is a difªcult matter. In broad terms, the mandate consists
of three major goals:

• monitoring and reviewing progress on the implementation of Agenda 21;
• elaborating policy guidance and options for future initiatives aimed at

achieving sustainable development; and
• promoting dialogue and building partnerships for sustainable develop-

ment between governments, the international community, and major
groups.29

Monitoring and Reviewing Progress on the Implementation of Agenda 21

In order for the CSD to monitor and review progress on the implementation of
Agenda 21, it was decided that the CSD would analyze and evaluate reports
from governments, NGOs and UN bodies. The CSD’s mandate does not, how-
ever, oblige states and others to submit information to the Commission.30 Due

112 • The UN Commission on Sustainable Development

26. Skills, both substantial and political, are here understood as negotiation skills. Energy refers to
a combination of capacity and interest, while status includes both formal position in the nego-
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29. Chasek 2000, 383ff; and UN 1993b.
30. Yamin 1998/99, 53ff. According to Bergesen and Botnen (1996, 47), a strong coalition of devel-
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to the voluntary nature of the national reports, it is therefore up to the govern-
ments to decide on the timing, format, and content of reports.31

Concerning the actual record of eliciting reports from national govern-
ments, the CSD has been rather successful.32 Eighty of 114 countries that re-
ported to the CSD during the period 1993–1997 did so on more than one occa-
sion. Also, 105 of 149 countries submitted reports to the CSD more than once
during the period 1998–2002.33 However, the formatting of the reports has
been difªcult, as the reporting guidelines proved to be too vague to facilitate a
comprehensive reporting process.34 The commission has therefore worked on
streamlining the national reporting, developing sustainable development indi-
cators and introducing country proªles.35 As many of the countries, and espe-
cially the developing countries, are still concerned about too much reporting to
the various UN bodies, the CSD has continued its streamlining process.36

There have also been several problems concerning the content of the re-
ports. First, the reports are difªcult to compare. Since the CSD does not have any
“baseline” for measuring performance, many of the reports are based on esti-
mates rather than on statistical data, and much of the information reported is of
a qualitative nature.37 Even though the CSD has worked on developing sustain-
able development indicators, the use of indicators has not functioned as well as
intended.38 Second, widespread use of self-reporting also raises a general ques-
tion of the reliability of the reports. However, Yamin points out that systematic
falsiªcation is rare; non-reporting or provision of incomplete information is a
more typical state reaction.39 It seems that many states tend to make their imple-
mentation performance look good, or perhaps better than it is in practice. It ap-
pears that some states are also reluctant to give information on certain issues,
such as climate-related issues.40 Due to reporting problems, the national reports
have therefore played a marginal role when the Commission meets.41

However, the reporting process receives credit for strengthening coordina-
tion and dialogue among government agencies and between them and major
groups. The report preparation process has also served as a good starting point
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for states’ preparation for the annual CSD session. Moreover, national reporting
is a useful mechanism to get ªrst-hand information from the states, instead of
getting the information from other sources.42 The reports have also contributed
to outward- and inward-looking processes, where countries have been able to
“monitor their own progress, provide transparency and share experience and in-
formation with others, and indicate areas of priority, progress and constraint,”
and where stakeholders at the national level have been brought together to re-
view their progress, interact, and work towards a common assessment and com-
mon purpose.43

Developing Policy Recommendations

The CSD’s record in elaborating policy guidance is a mixed one. As the Com-
mission does not have a mandate to make legally binding agreements for states,
its task on policy guidance is limited to passing resolutions that “recommend”
and “urge.”44 It has also been challenging for the CSD to achieve any substantial
results on difªcult issues such as consumption and production patterns, atmo-
sphere, energy and agriculture. The agenda-setting role has, however, been high-
lighted by many, as the CSD puts issues on the agenda and initiates processes
that continue into other forums.45 The main issue areas where the CSD has had
some success are forests, oceans and freshwater.

Forests: In order to follow up the Forest Principles from Rio, the CSD was to dis-
cuss the issue of forests at its third session in 1995. The delegates then called for
the establishment of the Intergovernmental Panel on Forests (IPF). This deci-
sion was seen as a watershed event that helped focus the international dialogue
on forests.46 In 1997, the Intergovernmental Forum on Forests replaced the IPF.
Even though both forums came up with several good recommendations, some
countries stressed the need for a more permanent and legally binding instru-
ment on forests.47 At CSD-8, the delegates were not able to agree on a legally
binding treaty, and instead recommended ECOSOC and the General Assembly
(GA) to form a permanent intergovernmental body charged with fostering a
multilateral process on forests. This recommendation was acted on, and the
United Nations Forum on Forests was established.48

Oceans: When the issue of oceans and seas was on the agenda at CSD-7, the del-
egates stressed the importance of ªnding ways and means to enhance the an-
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nual debate on oceans and the law of the sea. A recommendation to the GA re-
sulted in the establishment of the UN Open-Ended Informal Consultative
Process on Oceans.49 The aim was to take stock of the inputs provided by UN
bodies, facilitate deliberations in the GA on developments in oceanic affairs and
strengthen international coordination and cooperation for achieving a more
holistic approach.50 As noted by Hyvarinen and Brack, the process “may con-
tribute to revitalizing the Assembly’s oceans debate.”51

Freshwater: At CSD-2, the CSD requested preparation of a Comprehensive As-
sessment of the Freshwater Resources of the World to be submitted at its ªfth
session in 1997.52 As a consequence of the assessment, the CSD decided to
make freshwater a priority issue at CSD-6. Since there has not been a body
within the UN system on the issue of freshwater, the CSD has been important
for putting freshwater on the agenda and keeping it there. Following this, the
CSD has had some success in agenda setting, but the discussions carried out
during the CSD sessions have resulted in few action-oriented proposals.53

Promoting Dialogue and Building Partnerships for Sustainable Development54

Achieving the goal of promoting dialogue and building partnerships for sus-
tainable development between governments, the international community, and
NGOs is generally seen as the most successful accomplishment of the CSD. One
of the main reasons is that the CSD has been in the forefront of involving
NGOs.55 Agenda 21 identiªed nine major groups of nonstate actors and recog-
nized that the participation of these groups would be necessary for advancing
the sustainable development agenda.56 At CSD-1, the importance of engaging
the major groups in dialogue and interaction was acknowledged.57 The multi-
stakeholder dialogues, which were introduced at CSD-6, have been seen as the
most innovative measure to involve major groups as they participate in a
roundtable discussion with state delegates on relevant issues. The intention was
to generate action-oriented dialogue between governments and major groups
and identify future policies and actions that would contribute to advancing sus-
tainable development objectives.58

One major problem of the dialogues, however, has been that not enough
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NGOs from developing countries have been participating. Also, while the dia-
logues have been interesting and useful in terms of information sharing, they
have not had a clear impact on the intergovernmental process. As noted by
Dodds et al., “The dialogues remained tied to the effectiveness of the chair to
ensure that governments receive the conclusions of the dialogues.”59 One reason
has been that many of the diplomats do not attend the dialogues. The mecha-
nism of linking stakeholder contributions to the decision-making process has
therefore been a shortcoming. The multi-stakeholder dialogues have, however,
been an important mechanism for building partnerships between relevant par-
ties in the work on sustainable development.

3. Which Mechanisms explain the CSD’s Accomplishments?60

Distribution of Capabilities

Most states have used negotiating coalitions at the CSD. I will therefore focus
primarily on these coalitions.

The European Union (EU): The EU, which consisted of 15 member states for
most of the period 1993–2001, has addressed sustainable development issues
domestically for many years.61 Some respondents note that the coalition has
had some problems with internal disputes, but has become a much more coor-
dinated actor in international negotiations. As the EU has a centralized bureau-
cracy in Belgium, the states’ representatives have been able to develop common
positions prior to most conferences, including the CSD sessions.62 According to
Wagner, this allows the coalition “to arrive at the CSD with relatively well pre-
pared positions and alternatives and a ‘driving strategy’; thus, it often presents
action proposals rather than solely responding to others’ suggestions.”63 The po-
sition and priorities change somewhat, depending on the issue and on who has
the (rotating) EU presidency. This affects whether the EU is willing to compro-
mise or takes a hard line. The EU is often seen as a pusher on environmental is-
sues, as it has become a progressive actor in international negotiations. On
other issues, the EU has had a more intermediate position, and has mediated
some disputes between the United States and the G-77/China.64 Even though
the EU would like to have a green image, it is not willing to part with the neces-
sary resources. Most of the EU countries have not fulªlled their commitment to
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reach the UN target of 0.7 percent of GNP for Ofªcial Development Assistance
(ODA).65 On issues such as agricultural subsidies, the EU has acted more as a
laggard.

JUSCANZ: The JUSCANZ group consists of Japan, the United States, Canada,
Australia and New Zealand. Norway, Switzerland and other non-EU OECD
countries also consult with this relatively unstructured group. The group mem-
bers discuss their views during the CSD sessions, but do not develop a joint po-
sition to be presented by a single speaker.66 The interests and positions of the
group members are quite broad, with Norway and Switzerland on one wing, the
US and Australia on the other, and Japan, Canada and New Zealand somewhere
in the middle. The positions of Canada and New Zealand have changed some-
what during the 1990s. Where they often used to share the same position as the
Nordic countries, they now cooperate more often with the US and Australia.
Norway, together with the Nordic states of Denmark and Sweden, has often
been given credit for acting as a pusher on environmental and developmental
issues. However, Denmark and Sweden are restricted to pushing their interests
through the EU, due to their EU membership. The Nordic countries, together
with the Netherlands, are the only countries that have achieved the ODA
target.67

The US position, however, is a different matter. In general, the US counters
proposals from others more often than exploring options.68 It has also been re-
luctant to make any commitments. According to several respondents, a main
reason is that the US position has been greatly affected by domestic politics and
constituency, and the negotiators are very much guided by instructions from
home. The US has often stressed economic interests, and has opposed any in-
crease in ªnancial aid to developing countries.69 According to one respondent,
the US does not look upon the CSD as an arena to promote its interests so
much as a place to explore and test proposals: “If they get some good feedback
on proposals, they may want to launch the proposals elsewhere, where it may
matter more.” In general, the US has been considered as a laggard on most is-
sues.

The Group of 77 and China: The G-77/China group consists of 132 developing
countries.70 Internally, the group has often had diverging interests, with the
small island states on one side and the oil-producing states on the other.71

Nonetheless, this group most often presents a joint position by a single speaker
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at the CSD. One reason is that the countries realize that they are strong as long
as they stand together and have a joint position. However, they most often “do
not have the time, resources, or a centralized bureaucracy comparable to the
EU’s to prepare a joint position prior to the CSD sessions.”72 Therefore, the G-
77/China has many coordination meetings during the sessions, which often
leave the countries focused on their joint position because they lack time to de-
velop alternatives or fallback positions.73 Since it is difªcult for the group to
agree on many issues such as atmosphere and energy, the G-77/China tends to
focus on issues for which the countries have shared interests, that is, issues re-
lated to ªnance and technology transfer. Consequently, the G-77/China group
has consistently stressed the industrialized countries’ commitment to reach the
ODA target. According to some of the respondents, they have been reluctant to
accept any commitments for themselves as long as the Northern countries have
not met the ODA target.

The focus on ªnancial matters and technology transfer can also be ex-
plained by the fact that many of the G-77 delegates are diplomats from the per-
manent UN missions in New York.74 As most diplomats are generalists, they do
not necessarily have great knowledge on sustainable development issues. Since
the G-77 diplomats do not always consult their capitals or the people who have
expertise on these issues, they often attend the CSD with limited knowledge on
the sectoral issues on the agenda.75 As a result, they have often stressed the im-
portance of ªnance and technology transfer, without discussing these cross-sec-
toral issues in the context of the sectoral issues.76 Wagner points out that “con-
sideration of the cross-sectoral themes in the context of the sectoral and
economic sector issues provided greater opportunities to identify concrete con-
cerns and shared values, which should lead to more problem solving and inte-
grative outcomes.”77 Since ªnancial concerns and technology transfer have often
been emphasized without being connected to the sectoral issues, the G-77/
China group have often given general and rhetorical statements rather than ac-
tion-oriented and concrete policy recommendations.78

Further, it seems that the chair of the G-77/China group has a role in de-
ciding the positions and the main interests of the group. One example is the po-
sitions on energy-related issues during the period 1998–2001, when most of the
G-77/China chairs were from the OPEC countries.79 According to one respon-
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dent, the group often acted as a laggard on energy-related issues during this pe-
riod due to the interests of the chair.

Considering the possibility to achieve breakthrough in the decision-
making process, the EU and the JUSCANZ countries have had the best potential
because of the group members’ varied arsenal of capabilities. Based on the as-
sessment of the CSD’s accomplishments, however, the actors with the potential
for inºuence did not necessarily achieve breakthrough. The evaluation showed
that the CSD has had some problems achieving results in reviewing progress
and has accomplished few results in policy guidance. As noted, a strong coali-
tion of developing countries, headed by India, China and Brazil, as well as the
US, opposed a formal reporting arrangement, whereas a majority of African
countries and most of the OECD countries were in favor of such arrangements.
On policy guidance, both the US and the G-77/China have been reluctant to
make any commitments, while the EU has had a “driving strategy” and has of-
ten presented proposals for action. Considering the accomplishments of the
CSD, it seems that the US and the G-77/China group have achieved break-
through for their interests, rather than the EU.

In this regard, it is important to note that the CSD practices the rule of
consensus, like the UN in general. Underdal points out that in a system practic-
ing the rule of consensus, “coalition size will be an asset, exerting social pressure
on a reluctant minority.”80 The G-77/China group is by far the largest coalition.
As noted, the G-77/China and the US have acted as laggards on most issues; to-
gether, these states represent the majority at the CSD. Due to the consensus rule,
these states have been able to achieve breakthrough for their interests. Thus, it is
reasonable to say that the G-77/China and the US have contributed to slowing
down the decision-making process and reducing the CSD’s performances.

Thus, the perspective of “distribution of capabilities” does not provide a
signiªcant explanation as to which mechanisms affect the work of the CSD.
However, the evaluation of the coalitions’ interests and positions has still been
useful for understanding why the CSD has not been able to achieve more re-
sults, especially in the area of policy guidance. Since the majority of states have
acted as laggards, however, one would have expected low goal attainment over-
all. In order to gain a broader understanding of the mechanisms that affect the
CSD’s accomplishments, I will now turn to evaluation of the institutional set-
ting.

Institutional Setting

The Role of the Secretariat: States gave the CSD secretariat, the Division for Sus-
tainable Development, a very dependent role at the time of its establishment.
The CSD was placed within ECOSOC, which in turn is under the UN General
Assembly. Lack of ªnancial resources has been a continuous problem, which
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has led to difªculties when organizing expert meetings and other intersessional
meetings. Moreover, the secretariat has only been able to support the atten-
dance of 15–25 representatives from developing countries to each session.81

Despite the lack of resources, the secretariat has received credit for its work pre-
paring and organizing the annual CSD sessions, preparing comprehensive doc-
umentation, developing sustainable development indicators, compiling na-
tional reporting information, and integrating the contributions of NGOs into
the CSD process.82 Due to learning effects, the secretariat has also improved its
capacity as it has become more technically adept and has acquired more exper-
tise. This ªts the “assistant secretariat” model sketched previously. However, the
secretariat has been more active than merely playing a role as an assistant secre-
tariat. According to most respondents, it has taken an active part in the analyses
and dissemination of the countries’ national reports. Further, it has initiated
and actively participated in agenda setting as it prepares the CSD sessions and
contributes to the preparation documents for the delegates. Most of the respon-
dents also asserted that it is mostly the secretariat that writes the negotiation
drafts and the Chairman’s summary.83 One respondent indicated that the chair
has sometimes had to negotiate with the secretariat in order to get breakthrough
for ideas and proposals. Thus, the secretariat has had both a role as an assistant
secretariat and as a player secretariat.

Representation of state sectors: Chasek notes that “to be truly effective in setting
the sustainable development agenda, the CSD must [. . .] attract and involve
ministers of foreign affairs, ªnance, trade, agriculture, development or develop-
ment assistance, forests, and so on.”84 However, a continuous problem for the
commission has been that the majority of ministers represent the environmen-
tal sector.85 This has led to two main problems. First, since the CSD has primar-
ily attracted environmental ministers, the parties have given most attention to
the environmental agenda. This has also been a cumulative development; as the
environmental ministers have been in the driver’s seat when deªning the CSD
agenda, it has become less relevant for other ministers to attend the meetings.
Second, the environmental ministers are understood to have less political
inºuence in their home governments than, for instance, the ministers of
ªnance, trade and industry.86 Due to the limited participation by ministers other
than those with environmental backgrounds, sectoral representation has been
narrow.
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Access and Participation of Nongovernmental Organizations: During UNCED,
NGOs and other major groups achieved greater access than before. This process
continued with the CSD, as it continuously developed new ways of involving
NGOs into its work. For instance, NGOs have access and are invited to speak at
all sessions, unlike at most other intergovernmental meetings. The commission
is therefore often seen as a pioneer in involving NGOs. The participation of
NGOs has also been highlighted as of major importance for the work of the
CSD. NGOs have received credit for contributing to enhancing the quality of the
decision-making process, creating attention and pressure on governments, initi-
ating processes, informing the member states and pushing for policies. Accord-
ing to Pietracci, NGOs have advocated certain issues and have tried to inºuence
the states, which is sometimes reºected in the ªnal document through the use
of NGO language in some portions of the text.87 Many NGOs have, however,
been quite dissatisªed at times with how they affected the CSD’s output. Many
delegates stress that the NGOs have been heard, but that there is a limit to how
much delegates can listen given the constraint of instructions from home. In the
words of one government representative, “All delegations from a country have a
mandate, and you cannot go around the mandate. NGOs have to lobby at
home, before the mandate gets written.” This has improved, however, as many
of the NGOs have learned that much advocacy work must be done at home.

Even though the rules of access have included more and more NGOs in an
increasing number of areas within the CSD, some problems can be noted. Many
of the larger and more representative NGOs, such as Oxfam, Greenpeace and
Friends of the Earth, did not attend the sessions because they did not take it seri-
ously.88 Furthermore, according to Agarwal and colleagues, the contributions of
Northern and Southern NGOs have been unbalanced: “while NGOs from some
European countries such as Denmark, Germany, Norway and the UK are better
informed and often work in close cooperation with their governments, NGOs
from the South remain outsiders.”89

Finally, it is important to understand that the NGOs active within the CSD
represent diverse and often conºicting interests. According to Wettestad, “Gen-
eral open access will seldom mean the actual participation of environmental
NGOs only. It is for instance likely that private industry groups will frequently
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use their lobbying skills to obtain contrary goals to the green NGOs.”90 How-
ever, as most of the NGOs attending the sessions have been regarded as “push-
ers,” the involvement of NGOs has generally had a positive impact on the CSD’s
performance. Most important, a broad participation of NGOs with diverse
views and interests has been considered essential to achieve a democratic deci-
sion-making process at the CSD.

Entrepreneurial Leadership: The formal leadership of the CSD is represented by
the secretariat and the CSD Bureau. It is therefore relevant to evaluate the capa-
bilities of the individuals leading these bodies. During the period 1993–2001,
the CSD secretariat has had two different directors. Joke Waller-Hunter was ap-
pointed as the ªrst director, and led the secretariat from 1994 to 1998. JoAnne
DiSano has been the secretariat director since then. Of the two directors, Waller-
Hunter has most often been given credit for her leadership. Several respondents
emphasized that she was competent, and that she was proªcient in maintaining
informal contact with the countries. However, the secretariat director is not au-
thorized to contact countries informally. DiSano has therefore been more
proªcient in following the rules and doing her job well according to the secre-
tariat’s mandate. Even though both directors have had a formal position as a
leader, and Waller-Hunter established a good reputation for leadership, it does
not seem likely that either of the secretariat directors has actually exercised entre-
preneurial leadership.

Nitin Desai had a formal position as UN Under-Secretary-General, and
thus was number two under the UN Secretary-General. He headed the Depart-
ment for Policy Coordination and Sustainable Development (DPCSD), within
which the secretariat was placed. After a UN reorganization, when DPCSD was
renamed the Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), Desai contin-
ued as head of DESA.91 Even though he had a formal position as a leader, there
are mixed views about his reputation for exercising entrepreneurial leadership.
Desai has been given credit for having charisma and being able to talk to politi-
cians and make them feel comfortable, which is an important ability in order to
be heard. He has also been an intellectual capacity for the CSD and has shown
great interest in the sustainable development agenda. However, the general view
has been that he has been a good administrator rather than an entrepreneurial
leader.

The CSD has had ten chairs during the period 1993–2001, one for each
session.92 According to some of the respondents, most of the chairs have not
provided the necessary leadership to enhance the CSD’s achievements. The gen-
eral perception of the respondents is that only the CSD-1 chair Ismael Razali of
Malaysia and the CSD-7 chair Simon Upton from New Zealand showed sub-
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stantial leadership. Razali has been highlighted by many as being the most im-
portant chair during the ªrst phase of the CSD, and has therefore had the status
of a signiªcant leader. He has been given credit for being a highly competent
diplomat and a tough politician due to the way he led the negotiations. It has
also been stressed that he was innovative concerning the dialogue between par-
ticipants and the involvement of nonstate actors. Furthermore, he efªciently ex-
plored the possibilities for collective solutions, and worked with the purpose of
obtaining agreements. The fact that he was from the South was also an advan-
tage, enhancing the willingness of Southern countries to cooperate. It is there-
fore reasonable to say that Razali had the skills and energy to act as an entrepre-
neurial leader.

Upton has been most often pointed out as the most signiªcant chair dur-
ing the second phase of the CSD, and has therefore had the status of an impor-
tant leader. He was the ªrst chair to be elected a year in advance, and therefore
had the beneªt of establishing important one-on-one relationships with minis-
ters prior to the session.93 He also introduced a number of innovations such as
video conferencing for bureau meetings, and thus made it easier for developing
countries to participate at these meetings. Accordingly, it can be noted that CSD-
7 attracted more high-level representation than ever before.94 At the session it-
self, Upton had “a backup plan to continue circumventing any attempt by dele-
gates from the New York missions to return to the old ways, by working the
phones behind the scenes, making use of a list of direct telephone numbers col-
lected during his ministerial tête-à-têtes.”95 He also encouraged the negotiators
to place their failure to agree on record in the CSD-7 text on Oceans and Seas:
“Upton preferred to celebrate this frankness rather than support the Commis-
sion’s tradition of protracted negotiations leading to a lowest common denomi-
nator agreement.”96 However, as noted, the CSD did achieve some results on the
issue of oceans. Upton also improved the multi-stakeholder dialogues by in-
volving more major groups. As with Ismail Razali, the review shows that Simon
Upton had the skills and energy to act as an entrepreneurial leader for the CSD.

The CSD’s Potential for Effectiveness

The analysis has illuminated how the CSD process has been pulled in both neg-
ative and positive directions. The evaluation of the states’ interests and positions
gave some valuable insights as to why the CSD has achieved few results in some
areas, such as policy guidance. As the majority of states, represented by the G-
77/China group and the US, have acted as laggards in the CSD process, it is rea-
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sonable to say that it has been difªcult for the CSD to achieve its goals. How-
ever, the perspective of distribution of capabilities did not serve as a signiªcant
explanation for the CSD’s accomplishments. An evaluation of institutional de-
sign has therefore given a broader understanding of which mechanisms affect
the work of the CSD.

As the majority of states have not been willing to push the process forward
and enhance the CSD’s goal attainment, the CSD has needed entrepreneurial
leaders with the necessary status, skills and energy to steer the process in a posi-
tive direction. However, only two of the CSD chairs actually exercised entrepre-
neurial leadership during its ªrst ten years. Even though their leadership con-
tributed to achieving some results, their impact was limited as the CSD chairs
serve only for one year. Some respondents pointed out that most of the chairs
did not have the ability to exercise substantial leadership, due to limited re-
sources and manpower. If this has been a major problem for many chairs, it is
reasonable to assume that this has led to some kind of leadership vacuum. The
evaluation showed that the secretariat has been rather active, acting as both an
assistant and player secretariat. It is therefore possible that the secretariat has, to
some degree, ªlled the leadership vacuum in cases where the chair has not been
able to provide the necessary leadership. In any case, the secretariat has contrib-
uted positively to the CSD’s goal attainment by maintaining continuity. The sec-
retariat has also received credit for its work of preparing comprehensive docu-
mentation, developing sustainable development indicators and compiling
national reporting information, and has therefore had a positive impact on the
CSD’s achievements in the area of monitoring and reviewing progress. As the
secretariat has also received credit for integrating the contributions of NGOs
into the CSD process, it has likely affected the work of promoting dialogue and
building partnerships for sustainable development. Finally, since the secretariat
has participated actively in agenda setting, with the opportunity to determine
the focus of the sessions, it may have been able to affect the states’ positions in-
directly.

The involvement of a great number of NGOs has also been of great impor-
tance for the CSD’s performance. Their participation has been important to en-
sure a democratic decision-making process and to put pressure on reluctant
states. Moreover, NGO involvement has been signiªcant to improve the dia-
logues at the CSD sessions. However, a major disadvantage for the work of pro-
moting dialogue and elaborating policy guidance has been limited attendance
by ministers other than those with environmental background. The narrow sec-
toral representation may indicate that there is a lack of interest at the national
level for the work of the CSD.

Considering this background, the perspective of institutional design pro-
vides some explanation as to why the CSD has achieved some results in the ar-
eas of reviewing progress and promoting dialogue. These results should not be
underestimated, as these tasks are important means of advancing the sustain-
able development agenda. However, the evaluation of the states’ interests and
positions shows that the future prospects for achieving greater results, especially
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in the area of policy guidance, may be considered limited as long as the majority
of states are not willing to push the process forward.

4. Conclusion

Improving the CSD’s potential for effectiveness is not an easy task if the states’
political will is lacking. One suggestion is to address the CSD’s very broad and
vague mandate in order to clarify the commission’s role and tasks for the future.
There are likely two strategic alternatives for change. First, if the CSD is to con-
tinue with a main focus on reviewing and monitoring progress on the imple-
mentation of Agenda 21 and elaborating policy guidance and options for future
initiatives, then a strengthened CSD is needed. In order to successfully perform
such tasks, the CSD would need legal authority and enforcement powers. Only
then would states be obliged to submit information to the commission and be
held accountable for their actions and commitments. This would, however,
never be accepted by the states. As the evaluation has shown, it has been
difªcult to introduce measures that aim at affecting the states’ interests and po-
sitions. The second alternative is a more likely option, as it concerns the institu-
tional setting of the CSD. Agenda setting and dialogue between relevant parties
are seen as the CSD’s strongest assets. The commission should therefore focus
on its strength as a soft forum. In this regard, several improvements are needed.
Instead of continuing with the type of negotiations seen thus far, the CSD
should concentrate on developing and improving the dialogues. One of the
most important measures in this regard would be to give additional funding to
support increased representation from national capitals. The coordination with
other UN bodies should also be improved, especially concerning the reporting
process. Moreover, the CSD needs a more focused agenda. It should therefore
address a few issue areas where no other forum has primary responsibility, such
as freshwater.

Some of the main questions regarding the CSD’s future were considered
during WSSD in 2002. As the states agreed on the need to revitalize the CSD,
several reform proposals were discussed. CSD-11 approved a new work pro-
gram, which was organized in thematic two-year implementation cycles. The
delegates also recommended arrangements to enable the commission to serve
as a focal point for public-private partnerships.97 Another outcome was the deci-
sion to focus on the cross-sectoral aspects (such as ªnance and technology
transfer) of speciªc sectoral issues. A greater focus on the environmental, eco-
nomic and social dimensions of sustainable development was also apparent.
Moreover, the delegates agreed on a greater emphasis on regional activities and
new organizational approaches, including a learning center and partnerships
fair, as ways to share experience and good practice.98

A ªnal and essential question, then, is, whether these improvements will
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be sufªcient to enhance the CSD’s potential for effectiveness. Even though
many CSD participants have expressed their disappointment with the achieve-
ments after WSSD, a ªnal judgment of the “new” CSD is premature. The intro-
duction of a two-year cycle is promising, but the states’ political commitment
will be essential to moving forward.
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