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The World Summit on Sustainable Development
(WSSD) to be held from 26 August to 4 September
in Johannesburg (South Africa), will bring together
United Nations Member States, non-governmental
organizations, business and other Major Groups to
focus on actions to achieve sustainable develop-
ment and to strengthen the implementation of
Agenda 21, adopted at the 1992 United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development
(UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro (Brazil). The Summit
will take account of new emerging global trends
and strive to build commitment at the highest levels
of government and society for action to achieve
sustainable development.

In preparation for the WSSD, the United Nations
Secretary-General Kofi Annan  issued a
63-page report, Implementing Agenda 21,
(E/CN.17/2002/PC.2/7) which presents recent major
economic, social and environmental trends, and
assesses progress made in the implementation of
Agenda 21. The report ends with a set of sugges-
tions for the international community to redirect its
cfforts to move the sustainable development agen-
da forward.

MODEST PROGRESS

The report reveals that attempts to promote human
development and to reverse environmental degra-
dation have, in general, not been effective. “Some
progress has been made in adopting measures to
protect the environment. But the state of the
world's environment is still fragile and conservation
measures are far from satisfactory,” the report
notes. A lack of resources and political will, a frag-
mented and uncoordinated approach to sustainable
development, and continued wasteful patterns of
production and consumption combined have

thwarted efforts to implement sustainable develop-
ment. The world has also changed since UNCED,
with recent trends such as globalization, the infor-
mation and communications revolution, and the
spread of HIV/AIDS all posing new challenges to
the international community.

IMPLEMENTA TION OF AGENDA 21

The report assesses progress made in the implemen-
tation of Agenda 21 under three broad themes: com-
bating poverty and promoting sustainable livelihoods;
sustainable consumption and production; and pro-
tecting the integrity of life-support ecosystems.

Combating Poverty and

Promoting Sustainabie Livelihoods

The report highlights the links between sustain-
able development and rural and urban poverty,
agriculture, demographic dynamics, health and
education. During the 1990s progress was made in
health care, child and maternal mortality, hunger
reduction, access to education and access to safe
water and sanitation. However, not as much
progress was made in reducing poverty globally.
The report states that people in poverty have been
disproportionately affected by environmental
degradation, resource depletion, natural disasters
and disease. The struggle against poverty is the
shared responsibility of all, the report argues and
refers to the Millennium Declaration in which
world leaders committed themselves to a number
of poverty-related goals. These included to halve,
by the year 2015, the proportion of the world’s
people whose income is less than one dollar a day
and to halve the proportion of people who are
unable to reach or to afford safe drinking water.
As a practical approach to combat poverty and
promote sustainable livelihoods, the report
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suggests connecting the sustainability agenda with
the goals endorsed by world leaders at the United
Nations conferences of the 1990s and the
Millennium Summit.

Sustainable Consumption and Production

As more natural resources are being consumed
and more pollution is being generated, the report
points out that sustainable development cannot
be achieved without major changes in the pro-
duction and consumption patterns of industrial
socicties. Putting into practice a number of new
approaches such as cleaner production, pollution
prevention, eco-efficiency and integrated product
policies has been slow and the results limited, the
report argues. However, more countries have
been implementing economic instruments such as
environmental taxes and charges to make con-
sumption and production patterns more sustain-
able. Increased consumer awareness and concern
for sustainable development has also led to a
growing market for “green” and “fair trade”
products. Environmental and social product stan-
dards as well as eco-label certifications have
helped consumers make informed choices but,
the report points out, they also present chal-
lenges for smaller producers, especially in devel-
oping countries. The report calls for efforts to
ensure that product standards do not constitute
unnecessary barriers to trade and to assist devel-
oping country exporters in meeting international
market requirements.

According to the report, renewable energy use
remains low despite national policies in many
countries to promote their vse. Efficiency gains
made as a result of new technologies that reduce
air pollution as well as improvements in industrial
production and transportation have also been off
set by the increase in the volume of production
and consumption.

Protecting the Integrity

of Life-Suppeorting Ecosystems

According to the report, in many countries the
existing systems of land tenure and land-use plan-
ning do not promote sustainable land use. Since
UNCED, many governments have adopted policies
to promote integrated land management but the
pace of progress has been slow. Little progress has
also been made towards reducing deforestation in
developing countries in tropical regions, which
have experienced a net loss of 4% of the forest

area between 1990 and 2000.

A large number of legal and voluntary agreements
have been elaborated in recent vears regarding
marine pollution, but problems remain in the
implementation of these agreements and in
addressing emerging issues. In spite of attention
given to responsible fisheries development and
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management, as a result of the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea and other
agreements, the report stresses that there is con-
siderable room for improvement in their coverage
and enforcement at global, regional, subregional
and national levels.

The international community has made some
progress in promoting efforts to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions, the report notes. Emissions of
ozone-depleting substances and their abundance in
the lower atmosphere has peaked and are now
slowly declining. In vrban areas emissions from
transport, energy and industrial sectors have
caused increased air pollution and sericus health
impacts, especially in countries that are undergoing
rapid industrialization.

During the past four decades there has been an
exponential increase in human and material losses
due to natural disasters, the report points out,
stating that the reasons behind this increase can
be found in population pressure and settlement in
high-risk areas, deforestation of watersheds,
desertification and climate change. Many Small
Island Developing States are particularly vulnera-
ble to natural disasters. Even though a number of
initiatives have been set up on the national and
regional levels, further policies and measures are
needed to mitigate the consequences of natural
disasters. These would include early warning sys-
tems, better preparedness and preventive
measures.

PLAN OF ACTION TO STRENGTHEN AGENDA 21 IMPLEMENTATION

To strengthen the implementation processes of

Agenda 21 the report suggests that they be con-

nected with the processes set for the implementa-

tion of commitments made in other UN confer-
ences. To focus efforts on achievable results, the
report suggests a ten-point plan of action, which
according to the Summit Secretary-General Nitin

Desai is “an attempt to see what actions could

realistically be taken at the local, national, region-

al and global levels to strengthen sustainable
development”:

B Making globalization work for sustainable
development. The report calls for the elimina-
tion of trade-distorting subsidies and improved
access of products and services from develop-
ing countries to the markets of developed
countries, particularly in the areas of agriculture
and textiles.

B Eradicating poverty and improving livelihoods
in rural and urban areas. Efforts must be made,
the report says, to improve the conditions and
the opportunities for the poor, through actions
such as land tenure, sustainable livelihoods,



credit, education, agricultural improvements,
and efforts to minimize waste and encourage
recycling.

B Changing unsustainable patterns of production
and consumption, including by increasing
energy efficiency four-fold over the next two
to three decades, enhancing corporate respon-
sibility, and providing incentives for cleaner
production.

B Improving health through safe and affordable
access to freshwater, a reduction in lead in
gasoline, and improved indoor air quality.

B Providing access to energy and improving ener-
gy efficiency by developing and using more
renewable and energy efficient technologies
and changing unsustainable energy consump-
tion patterns.

B Managing ecosystems and biodiversity on a sus-
tainable basis, addressing the problems of over-
fishing, unsustainable forestry practices, and
land-based marine pollution.

B Improving freshwater supply management and
arranging more equitable distribution of water
Iesources.

B Providing financial resources, through increases
in official development assistance and private
investment, and by the transfer and sharing of
environmentally sound technologies.

B Supporting sustainable development in Africa
through new and extensive programmes in
order to build institutions and systems that
address hunger, health and environmental pro-
tection and resource management.

B Strengthening international governance for sus-
tainable development to promote an integrated
global approach rather than the present com-
partmentalized approach.

OQUTCOMES OF REGIONAL PREPARATORY MEETINGS

From September-November 2001, five regional

intergovernmental meetings were held in prepara-

tion for the Summit to assess the main regional
achievements and constraints in implementing

Agenda 21 and new initiatives and commitments

within the regions to overcome constraints and fos-

ter further progress. The following areas emerged
from the meetings in Africa, Asia and the Pacific,

Europe and North America, Latin America and the

Caribbean, and West Asia as issues of common

concern:

B Implementation of the UNCED principles, pai-
ticularly the implementation of polluter-pavs
principle and the principle of common but dif-
ferentiated responsibilities.

B Globalization and the need to develop ways
and means of making globalization work for
sustainable development and to make it equi-
table, sustainable and inclusive.

Poverty eradication—the regional meetings
called for the Summit to contribute towards the
realization of the Millennium Declaration goal
of halving poverty by 2015. The Summit should
also promote better understanding of linkages
between environment, poverty, trade and
human security.

The need for measures to encourage sustain-
able production and consumption, with a focus
on increasing energy cfficiency.

The need for the development of specific initia-
tives in areas such as fresh water and sanita-
tion, oceans and seas, coastal zones,
mountains, land use, forests, biodiversity,
desertification, minerals and metals.

The promotion of sustainable agriculture and
rural development and the doubling of agricul-
tural production in Africa within the next five
years.

Global access to energy and the launching of
special initiatives for promoting the share of
renewable and affordable energy.

Access to water and sanitation services and
measures to promote integrated water
management.

Sustainable human settlements and the need for
initiatives on effective urban planning and
management.

Strengthening of health services as part of the
overall poverty reduction and sustainable
development strategies.

Human development, especially education,
training, employvment, gender mainstreaming
and youth development.

Financing of Sustainable Development and the
mobilization of all sources of finance. The region-
al meetings called for developed countries to
meet the target of 0.7% of gross national product
(GNP) as official development assistance (ODA)
as soon as possible and for the cancellation of
debt of the poorest countries. The regional meet-
ings also called for the International Conference
on Financing for Development (ICFFD) to identi-
fy innovative sources of financing.

Greater market access to developing coun-
tries’ products, particularly in the arcas of
agriculture and textiles; elimination of market
distorting subsidies and export support mea-
sures; and reduction of environmentally dam-
aging subsidies.

The establishment of effective means of facili-
tating transfer of technology, and measures to
promote capacity building.

Improvement of the institutional framework for
sustainable development at the national,
regional and international levels.

Need for further efforts in developing sustain-
able development strategies and policies, effec-
tive participation, as well as development of
measures for monitoring progress towards sus-

tainable development.
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HUMAN RIGHTS, ENVIRONMENT AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

In the context of preparations for WSSD, the Office
of the High Commissioner for Human Rights
(OHCHR) and the United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP) jointly organized in Geneva on
16 January 2002 an Expert Seminar on Human
Rights and the Environment, which included partic-
ipation of Member States and NGOs. The meeting
was organized in pursuance of Decision 2001,/111
of the UN Commission on Human Rights to review
and assess progress achieved since the 1992 United
Nations Conference on Environment and
Development in promoting and protecting human
rights in relation to environmental questions and in
the framework of Agenda 21.

At the opening of the seminar, High Commissioner
for Human Rights Mary Robinson said that “the
many links between the enjoyment of human rights
and the protection of the environment have been
recognized for decades. As far back as 1972, the
United Nations Conference on the Human
Environment declared that: ‘[Mlan's environment,
the natural and the man-made, are essential to his
well-being and to the enjovment of basic human
rights—even the right to life itself.” Since then, Ms.
Robinson added, “the specific impact of environ-
mental factors on the promotion and protection of
human rights has been illustrated progressively and
ever more clearly: the effect of pollution on indi-
viduals’ right to health; the consequences of soil
degradation on the right to food; the right of indi-
viduals to be informed of the environmental condi-
tions surrounding them and their families.” These
and many other issues, she said, are now common-
place before national and regional courts, and

before UN treaty bodies.

At the meeting, UNEP Executive Director Klaus
Tapfer insisted that “the importance of this seminar,
which takes place during the crucial preparatory
stage of the World Summit on Sustainable
Development, cannot be underestimated. In my
view, this seminar should be seen as an opportuni-
ty that enables vs to examine the application of a
human rights approach to advance the implementa-
tion of the United Nations' environment and sus-
tainable development agendas. I hope the conclu-
sions of this seminar will provide new insights to
policy-makers at the Summit in secking to enhance
the environmental and human rights dimension in
implementation of Agenda 21.”

The Seminar was preceded by a two-day meecting
of experts who reviewed progress made since
UNCED at the national and international levels.
The experts noted the broad recognition that
poverty is at the centre of a number of human
rights violations and is at the same time a major
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obstacle to achieving sustainable development and
environmental protection. A rights-based
approach, they said, can enhance the impact of
policies and programmes at the national and inter-
national levels.

Discussion on human rights and environment cov-

cred both procedural rights and substantive rights.

In relation to procedural matters, the experts noted

that broad recognition of the linkage between

human rights and the environment since UNCED

has come through the development of Principle 10

of the Rioc Declaration. States and international

organizations, they said, are increasingly recogniz-
ing the rights of access to information, public par-
ticipation and access to justice. An example of such

progress was the recent entry into force of the 1998

Aarhus Convention of the United Nations Economic

Commission for Europe (UNECE). In relation to

substantive matters, the experts noted that a grow-

ing body of case law from many national jurisdic-
tions is clarifving the linkages between human
rights and the environment, in particular by:

B recognizing the right to a healthy environment
as a fundamental human right;

B allowing litigation based on this right, and facil-
itating its enforceability in domestic law by
broadening provisions on rights of standing
(the rights of individuals and groups to bring
cases before judicial bodies); and

B acknowledging that other human rights recog-
nized in domestic legal systems can be violated
as a result of environmental degradation.

The experts proposed, among other things, that
OHCHR and UNEP seck to ensure that human
rights and the environment is fully addressed at
the upcoming WSSD and that appropriate steps are
taken at the Summit to promote and protect
human rights and the environment following the
Summit.

At the January 16 seminar, government and NGO
participants had before them the conclusions of the
expert meeting. A number of developed and devel-
oping country representatives stressed the impor-
tance of making the link between human rights and
environmental protection, notably as a means of
protecting the civil and political rights of environ-
mental activists and improving the enforcement of
legal provisions related to the environment. With
reference to the conclusions of the expert meeting,
a number of participants commented that the “social
and economic pillars” of sustainable development
(in addition to the “environmental pillar™) should
have been given more emphasis. Some developing
country representatives also said that the principles
of international cooperation and common and dif-
ferentiated responsibilities were not reflected in the
text. It was noted, however, that making the link
between human rights and the environment should



not be secen as a case of a “Northern agenda”
imposed on the South. Of the 70 or so national
constitutions that contain provisions on the right to
a healthy environment, it was emphasized, almost
all are in Latin America, Africa and Asia.

A representative of the Northern Alliance for
Sustainability (ANPED) presented the outcome of a
skills-share meeting held on 1 December in London,
organized in cooperation with the UK-based NGO
Capacity Global. The declaration that emerged from
the meecting entitled “Towards Environmental and
Human Rights” will serve as a basis for campaigns in
the build-up to WSSD. The declaration reaffirms that
“the right to a safe and healthy environment and a
right to an adequate standard of living free from
poverty are fundamental human rights reflected in
many international agreements.” The text reaffirms
“the primacy of human rights prerogatives over
commercial and financial interests” and notes with
concern that “a major obstacle to effective gover-
nance is the lack of coherence between national
ministries (such as financial and environmental mirr
istries) and their respective representation in mmlti-
lateral bodies.” It calls on governments assembling
at W8SD, among others to:

B Pursue the legal definition and interpretation of
substantive environmental human rights and
develop respective binding global instruments;

B Promote synergies between human rights and
environmental provisions through improved
cooperation between UNEP and OHCHR and
other relevant bodies, with a view to develop
effective and transparent procedures to monitor
and report on the compliance with established
international environment and human rights
obligations, and develop effective means for
access to justice and redress; and

B Apply the UN Charter and human rights provi-
sions related to the duty of international coop-
cration in the protection and promotion of all
human rights to hold the governments of major
industrialized countries and the governing bod-
ies of international trade and financial institu-
tions accountable for breaches in human rights
obligations resulting from their economic
policy and rule-making decisions or omissions.

At its 58th session on 18 March-26 April 2002, the
Commission on Human Rights will review the out-
come of the 16 January expert seminar and decide
on a formal contribution to the WSSD preparatory
process. In the meantime, a number of developing

and developed country delegates said they would
bring some of the ideas and suggestions heard dui-
ing the seminar to the WSSD preparatory process
in New York.

For a flowchart of the WSSD process, click here.
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