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Salvaging Rio+20

The need for a comprehensive follow-up

United Nations Conference
Sustainable Development



Editor’s Note

WITH the world engulfed in multiple crises —
financial instability, global warming, continuing rapid
depletion of natural resources, volatile food prices —
and poverty still rampant in large parts of the South,
there were expectations that a June gathering of world
leaders in Rio de Janeiro would escalate their political
will for urgently needed global cooperation to achieve
sustainable development.

The Rio+20 summit was intended to be the
occasion for a review of implementation and a
renewal of political commitments made 20 years
earlier at the 1992 summit on environment and
development, also held in the Brazilian city of Rio.
At the 1992 summit there had been promises and
commitments, especially by developed countries, to
move towards a more sustainable path of
development. Sustainable development as the agreed
framework was contained in two milestone
agreements, the Rio Declaration with its 27 principles
and Agenda 21 with its wide-ranging plan of action
for the 21st century.

Twenty years on, it was clear that developed
countries had reneged on their commitments to
provide the means of implementation — finance and
technology. They had also agreed, but failed, to take
the lead to change their unsustainable consumption
patterns and lifestyles. In addition, they have used
trade rules in the World Trade Organisation (WTO)
and a plethora of bilateral trade and investment
agreements to maintain and increase their economic
dominance, all of which contradicts sustainable
development in developing countries.

Instead of an honest appraisal, urgency to act
and decisive next steps, however, the lead-up to the
Rio+20 conference saw developed countries actively
trying to weaken, even remove, many of the last 20
years of agreed principles and commitments. The
United States in particular was determined to have
no reference in the Rio+20 outcome to equity and
‘common but differentiated responsibilities’, a
fundamental Rio principle. The European Union
(EU), Australia, Canada and Japan were essentially
of the same mind.

The unity of developing countries was crucial
in waging the biggest battle in the final negotiations
in Rio — to get developed countries, especially the
US, to renew the original commitments of the 1992
summit, without which Rio+20 would have been a
failure. In the final houts as the heads of state arrived,
the US conceded and the Rio+20 summit adopted a
document, ‘The Future We Want’, that reaffirms the
1992 Rio principles, including the principle of

common but differentiated responsibilities.

At the same time, the EU, South Korea and
Japan were in the forefront to aggressively get the
Rio+20 summit to endorse a ‘green economy’
framework. Despite their denial that this would
replace the sustainable development paradigm, it was
clear that a political blessing would legitimise very
disturbing trends to turn the last of the planet’s
natural resources into a final frontier of ‘capital assets’
that would fuel yet another speculative bubble.
Resistance by developing countries and civil society
groups worldwide against giving a blank cheque on
an undefined concept prevented this.

So the outcome document basically reaffirmed
or recalled what had been agreed to 20 years ago at
the first Rio summit or 10 years ago at the
Johannesburg summit that adopted a Plan of
Implementation. It also mandated work within the
United Nations to strengthen institutions, consider
options on a financing strategy and a technology
facilitation mechanism, and set up new sustainable
development goals.

As one of the contributors to this issue
remarked, ‘Multilateralism in sustainable
development was put to the test and survived to live
another day” However, it is clear that unless there is
comprehensive follow-up, there is no prospect of
salvaging the historic blueprint for sustainable
development which the 1992 Rio summit produced
to chart the course the world must pursue to avoid
an ecological catastrophe.

In our cover story for this issue, we look back,
from the vantage point of the June summit, at the
historic 1992 Rio summit and consider its main
achievements. We analyse the Rio+20 summit and
review in broad terms the progress that has been
made in implementing the original Rio summit
commitments. We highlight the fact that there has
been considerable regression in this regard and that
unless this process is arrested and progress renewed,
the future for the planet and its inhabitants will be a
bleak one. Finally, we round off our analyses with a
number of articles which afford insights on different
aspects of the Rio+20 summit.

— The Editors

Visit the Third World Network website at:
www.twnside.org.sg
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The Rio+20 sustainable development conference in June (pic), which was intended to consider progress

made since the first UN Earth Summit two decades ago, turned out to be something of a
disappointment. However, its outcome can still be salvaged with a strong follow-up. 9
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ECOLOGY

CBD body takes on controversial

issues

Attempts by a subsidiary body of the United Nations Convention on Biological
Diversity to arrive at a common position on some highly controversial issues, most
notably geoengineering, have proved unsuccessful. These unresolved issues will
therefore have to be settled by the parent body when it meets in October in India.

Doreen Stabinsky

THE 16th Meeting of the Subsidiary
Body on Scientific, Technical and
Technological Advice (SBSTTA 16)
of the Convention on Biological Di-
versity (CBD) took place in early May
in Montreal, Canada. Three issues
were strong contenders in the
SBSTTA contest for most controver-
sial issue: geoengineering, taking on
synthetic biology as a new and emerg-
ing issue to be addressed by the
SBSTTA, and REDD+ indicators and
safeguards. [REDD+ refers to Reduc-
ing Emissions from Deforestation and
forest Degradation, and (plus) the role
of conservation, sustainable manage-
ment of forests and enhancement of
forest carbon stocks in developing
countries.]

All three draft recommendations
approved by the SBSTTA contain
unresolved outstanding issues, reflect-
ing the contentious nature and high
stakes of these discussions, which
have major implications for our plan-
et’s biodiversity. The still-bracketed
recommendations will be forwarded
to the CBD’s 11th Conference of the
Parties (COP) — which meets in Oc-
tober in Hyderabad, India — transfer-
ring the political fights to the parent
body to address.

Geoengineering

At their last meeting in 2010,
Parties to the CBD decided, ‘in the
absence of science based, global,
transparent and effective control and
regulatory  mechanisms  for
geoengineering, and in accordance
with the precautionary approach and
Atrticle 14 of the Convention, that no

[
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and Technological Advice (SBSTTA) held its 16th meeting in Montreal, Canada in

early May.

climate-related geoengineering activi-
ties that may affect biodiversity take
place, until there is an adequate sci-
entific basis on which to justify such
activities and appropriate considera-
tion of the associated risks for the en-
vironment and biodiversity and asso-
ciated social, economic and cultural
impacts, with the exception of small
scale scientific research studies that
would be conducted in a controlled
setting in accordance with Article 3
of the Convention, and only if they
are justified by the need to gather spe-
cific data and are subject to a thor-
ough prior assessment of the poten-
tial impacts on the environment’.
This ‘de facto’ moratorium was
welcomed by civil society, given the
concerns raised that such untested
modifications on a planetary scale, in
the name of combating climate
change, would not only detract from
the real need for reducing greenhouse
gas emissions, but also lead to unan-
ticipated adverse impacts on
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biodiversity and associated social,
economic and cultural considerations.

In the intervening period since
then, the CBD Secretariat has carried
out several studies and synthesised
relevant information. The Secretariat
found that ‘most geoengineering tech-
niques are associated with unintended
impacts on biodiversity, particularly
when deployed at a climatically sig-
nificant scale, together with signifi-
cant risks and uncertainties’. Its pre-
paratory note also concluded that ‘the
current regulatory mechanisms that
could apply to climate-related
geoengineering relevant to the Con-
vention do not constitute a framework
for geoengineering as a whole that
meets the criteria of being science-
based, global, transparent and effec-
tive’.

One issue Parties to SBSTTA 16
deliberated, and left unresolved, was
the definition of geoengineering. The
group of experts convened
intersessionally by the CBD Secre-

Photo courtesy of [ISD/Earth Negotiations Bulletin



tariat provided an overly broad defi-
nition, according to comments made
by many Parties. The experts defined
climate-related geoengineering as ‘a
deliberate intervention in the plan-
etary environment of a nature and
scale intended to counteract anthro-
pogenic climate change and/or its im-
pacts through, inter alia, sunlight re-
flection methods or removing green-
house gases from the atmosphere’.

Many Parties were unsatisfied
with this definition, as it could be in-
terpreted very broadly, and include
such practices as organic agriculture
methods that would increase soil car-
bon concentrations through the incor-
poration of animal manures into
cropland soils. The UK, a proponent
of continued research on
geoengineering, was the sole, strong
voice for inclusion of this definition.

The Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC), on the other
hand, defines climate-related
geoengineering as ‘deliberate large-
scale manipulation of the planetary
environment’. Previously, the
SBSTTA had defined the term as ‘any
technologies that deliberately reduce
solar insolation or increase carbon se-
questration from the atmosphere on a
large scale that may affect
biodiversity’.

Another topic of debate was
whether the draft conclusions should
state that mitigation of climate change
must be accomplished through imme-
diate and substantial reductions in
greenhouse gas emissions and that
geoengineering cannot be seen as a
substitute for such efforts. Although
supported by many Parties, the word-
ing in the draft recommendation that
reflected this sentiment remained con-
troversial and in brackets, with the UK
arguing for a formulation that called
for rapid and significant reductions in
emissions as a priority for tackling
climate change, rather than wording
that said climate change should be
addressed primarily through emission
reductions.

The final recommendation notes
that many geoengineering techniques
do not meet basic criteria for effec-
tiveness, safety and affordability. It
also notes that many significant gaps
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The SBSTTA notes that many significant gaps remain in understanding the impacts

of geoengineering. Picture shows the design for one proposed geoengineering
scheme: an unmanned ship that will spray seawater into the air to generate clouds

and reflect sunlight away from the earth.

remain in understanding the impacts
of geoengineering, including impacts
on biological diversity and the asso-
ciated socioeconomic, cultural and
ethical issues, including global justice,
the unequal spatial distribution of
impacts, benefits and risks, and
intergenerational equity.

The recommendation reaffirms
the moratorium put in place in 2010,
and further requests Parties to report
on measures undertaken in accord-
ance with the moratorium decision
and on any climate-related
geoengineering activities with poten-
tial impacts on biodiversity. The in-
formation conveyed by Parties would
be made available by the Secretariat
on the clearing-house mechanism.

One additional paragraph in the
final text remains bracketed, which
provides a reference to state obliga-
tions under customary law. This was
not supported by the UK and a non-
Party, the United States.

New and emerging issues:
how to address synthetic
biology?

One standing item on the
SBSTTA’s agenda is ‘new and emerg-
ing issues’. Parties sought generally
to clarify the criteria and process for
identifying a new issue to be taken up
by the SBSTTA. They also considered
several new issues, including syn-
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thetic biology and ground-level
ozone. Most of the attention and con-
troversy on this agenda item focused
on whether synthetic biology should
be taken up as a new and emerging
issue.

A number of countries were hesi-
tant to take up any new issues. Due to
this reticence, the language being for-
warded to the COP is still unresolved,
despite other Parties being keen to
begin to address synthetic biology as
a new issue. The draft recommenda-
tion contains three options: 1) no new
issues; 2) synthetic biology as a new
issue; and 3) no new issues but open-
ing the door for further discussion of
synthetic biology as a new issue. In
the third option, Parties, other Gov-
ernments, relevant international or-
ganisations, indigenous and local
communities and other stakeholders
were invited ‘to submit additional rel-
evant information, including peer-re-
viewed scientific information and in-
formation from different knowledge
systems, on the possible impacts of
synthetic biology techniques, organ-
isms and products on biodiversity and
associated social, economic and cul-
tural considerations’.

Under the second and third op-
tions, the CBD Executive Secretary
is requested to compile and synthe-
sise the submitted information on the
possible impacts of synthetic biology
techniques, organisms and products



on biodiversity and associated social,
economic and cultural considerations,
and the applicable provisions of the
Convention and its Protocols. All three
protocols — the Cartagena Protocol on
Biosafety, its Nagoya-Kuala Lumpur
Supplementary Protocol on Liability
and Redress and the Nagoya Protocol
on Access and Benefit-Sharing — were
considered relevant to the issue of syn-
thetic biology.

The Nagoya Protocol on Access
and Benefit-Sharing was seen as an
important inclusion, as Parties and
NGOs at the meeting had specifically
raised concerns about the possibility
of digital transfer of genetic informa-
tion that could be then synthesised.
Digital transboundary transfer and
subsequent use of genetic information
would precipitate a range of associ-
ated access and benefit-sharing issues.

One further paragraph is brack-
eted in the draft recommendation — a
paragraph submitted by the Philip-
pines urging the application of the pre-
cautionary approach and prevention of
release into the environment or com-
mercial application of synthetic ge-
netic parts and organisms until risks
have been assessed and there is ad-
equate basis on which to justify such
activities.

REDD+: safeguards or no
safeguards?

In a decision from their meeting
in 2010, Parties requested the CBD
Secretariat, with regard to REDD+, to
collaborate with relevant international
organisations ‘to provide advice, for
approval by the Conference of the
Parties at its eleventh meeting, includ-
ing on the application of relevant safe-
guards for biodiversity... so that ac-
tions are consistent with the objectives
of the Convention’. REDD+ refers to
‘reducing emissions from deforesta-
tion and forest degradation, and the
role of conservation, sustainable man-
agement of forests and enhancement
of forest carbon stocks in developing
countries’, which is linked to green-
house gas emission reduction efforts
of Parties to the UN Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC).

ECOLOGY

One f the most contentious issues at the SBSTTA meeing was EDD+,or ‘ducing
emissions from deforestation and forest degradation, and the role of conservation,
sustainable management of forests and enhancement of forest carbon stocks in

developing countries’.

In their 2010 decision, Parties
also requested the CBD Secretariat to
identify possible indicators to assess
the contribution of REDD+ to achiev-
ing the objectives of the Convention
and to assess potential mechanisms to
monitor impacts on biodiversity from
these and other ecosystem-based ap-
proaches for climate-change mitiga-
tion measures.

In the interim, work has pro-
gressed under the UNFCCC on
REDD+ safeguards. However, the
UNFCCC discussion of safeguards is
focused on implementation and re-
porting on the application of safe-
guards. UNFCCC negotiations are not
addressing the question of indicators,
which would be used at national or
sub-national levels. National or sub-
national indicators are politically sen-
sitive, as some countries view them
as possibly infringing on sovereign
decision-making if externally im-
posed.

At SBSTTA 16, many countries
were supportive of language in the
draft recommendation that approved
advice on relevant country-specific
safeguards contained in the Secretari-
at’s preparatory note. They were also
supportive of language on ‘Possible
indicators to monitor the impacts of
REDD+ on biodiversity and indig-
enous and local communities’. Sev-
eral countries with a strong interest
in the REDD+ outcomes in the
UNFCCC, in particular Brazil and
Mexico, rejected this language. They
argued that any decision in the CBD
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with regard to safeguards and/or in-
dicators could preempt or prejudice
ongoing work under the UNFCCC.

Language in the draft recommen-
dation was carefully sculpted to cir-
cumscribe the work of the CBD on
REDD-+ safeguards. Paragraphs men-
tioning indicators were either re-
moved or remain in brackets to be
forwarded to the COP, as is the para-
graph which [approves][takes note
of][welcomes] the advice on relevant
safeguards.

Conclusion

The CBD SBSTTA is technically
a scientific body, established to pro-
vide advice to the Parties on scien-
tific and technical issues. But scien-
tific and technical issues are never
devoid of politics, and the body rou-
tinely engages in substantive politi-
cal debate. That said, there are some
questions clearly not resolvable in the
subsidiary body, particularly those of
uncertain nature and substance aris-
ing from new issues such as
geoengineering and synthetic biology.
Those issues will need to ripen a bit
more before they can be tackled. The
REDD+ debates will likely not move
very far within the CBD until further
progress on the issue is made within
the UNFCCC, a negotiating forum
with even thornier issues to resolve. ¢

Doreen Stabinsky is Professor of Global
Environmental Politics at College of the Atlantic in
Maine, USA.



HEALTH & SAFETY

Childbirth: The biggest threat to a

woman’s life

South Sudan has the worst reported maternal mortality rate in the world.

‘MORE women die in child birth, per
capita, in South Sudan, than in any
country in the world,” says Caroline
Delany, a health specialist with the
Canadian International Development
Agency (CIDA) in South Sudan
which is funding a raft of maternal
health programmes.

A 2012 report entitled “Women’s
Security in South Sudan: Threats in
the Home’ by Geneva-based think-
tank Small Arms Survey (SAS) says
a national survey carried out in 2006
indicating 2,054 deaths per 100,000
live births may have been an under-
estimation.

‘Many deaths are not reported, in
part because 90% of women give birth
away from formal medical facilities
and without the help of profession-
ally trained assistants,’ it said.

Childbirth and pregnancy, rather
than conflict, are the nation’s biggest
killers of girls and women.

‘One in seven South Sudanese
women will die in pregnancy or child-
birth, often because of infections
(from puerperal fever and retained
placenta), haemorrhaging, or ob-
structed births, with a lack of access
to healthcare facilities playing a large
role in their deaths,” SAS found.

‘When we talk about security in
South Sudan there is a tendency to
focus on issues such as guns and mi-
litia groups. But real human security
means protection from anything that
threatens health and well-being. In
South Sudan there is nothing that
poses greater threat to a woman’s life
than getting pregnant,” says SAS re-
searcher Lydia Stone.

Lack of midwives

‘Midwives can prevent up to 90%
of maternal deaths where they are
authorised to practise their competen-
cies and play a full role during preg-
nancy, childbirth and after birth,” the

A new birth at Juba Teaching Hospital in the South Sudanese capital. More women

die in childbirth, per capita, in South Sudan than in any other country in the world.

UN Population Fund (UNFPA) in
South Sudan said in a May report on
maternal mortality.

At the maternity ward in Juba
Teaching Hospital, staff members say
there are not enough (or the right)
drugs, and never enough trained staff.

Midwife Julia Amatoko is one of
three registered midwives at the coun-
try’s ramshackle and constantly over-
crowded hospital in the capital.

‘We are just a few and a lot of
mothers are coming. And beds are not
enough for the mothers. We have just
eight beds for the first stage of labour
and for the post-natal mother,” she
said.

According to UNFPA, South Su-
dan has just eight registered midwives
and 150 community midwives.

Amatoko said the lack of profes-
sional midwives working alongside
traditional birth attendants (TBAs)
and community midwives caused
needless death. ‘“Those who are TBAs
are not able to cope with the serious
cases, like when the mothers have
post-partum haemorrhage.’

Giving birth even at the country’s
leading hospital is a lottery, especially
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at night. ‘I’ve been here for three
months, and two mothers died, in the
night,” she said, due to a lack of hu-
man resources.

‘Midwives are the backbone for
reduction of maternal mortality... but
here, with all the midwives and birth
attendants put together, there are only
around 20,” said consultant obstetri-
cian and gynaecologist Mergani
Abdalla.

‘If you have professional mid-
wives that can provide basic obstet-
ric care — once South Sudan can de-
ploy those, they can expect progress,
but it will happen slowly,” said mid-
wifery specialist for UNFPA Gillian
Garnett.

UNFPA is looking forward to the
graduation of around 200 midwives
next year.

Treatment delays

Many women come to the hospi-
tal late, when they are already in the
throes of a difficult labour, said
Abdalla.

‘There are delays at the commu-
nity level, with a lot of cultural and

Elizabeth Deacon/IRIN



other kinds of issues; there are delays
in getting to the hospital because of
the transport infrastructure, the lack
of ambulances, the roads; and then
there are delays in the hospital as
well,” said Garnett.

Mariam Kone, a medical coordi-
nator for a Médecins Sans Frontiéres
(MSF) hospital in Aweil, Northern
Bahr-el-Ghazal, echoed the problem.
‘We are receiving ladies at a really late
stage... They’re usually in a septic
condition or they’re anaemic, and
many have malaria,” she said.

MSF admits around 6,000 peo-
ple a year to the maternity ward and
had 18 deaths last year, mainly due to
post-partum haemorrhage, septicae-
mia and eclampsia.

Blood, scissors and gauze

At Juba hospital, UNFPA is sup-
plying kits for mothers, surgical in-
struments and life-saving drugs such
as oxytocin to stop bleeding, but
Amatoko bemoans the lack of basics:
‘We need scissors for delivery, and
browns for packing. We don’t have
even cottons in the ward; gauze — we
don’t have.’

The nation’s first blood bank has
been built but not filled at the hospi-
tal, which only has a family-size
fridge full of blood (mostly allocated
by relatives for patients due for sur-
gery).

‘The biggest need is blood trans-
fusion, because most of the [mater-
nal mortality] cases are due to post-
partum haemorrhage,” said Abdalla.

Garnett says that if these were
normally healthy women, blood loss
would not be so tragic, but a combi-
nation of poor health and the delays
at community and hospital level in
seeking health care puts most women
at risk even before they go into labour.

In a country where girls are of-
ten married off in their early teens, the
number of children they have is often
not up to them.

‘A married woman of childbear-
ing age is expected to become preg-
nant at least once every three years,
and to continue until menopause,’ the
SAS report found. — /RIN humanitar-
ian news and analysis service L 4
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The Food Crisis, Climate Change and the
Importance of Sustainable Agriculture

By Martin Khor

THE recent crisis of high food prices and the
serious problem of climate change point to
the grave challenges confronting global
agriculture. This paper looks at the difficulties
the farming sector faces on these two fronts
and how it can respond to them.

The food price crisis has highlighted the
importance of strengthening food security.
Over the years, domestic food production in
developing countries has been undermined
often as a result of wrong-headed policy
prescriptions from international financial
institutions and the inequitable provisions of
bilateral and multilateral trade agreements.
This paper calls for reform in national and
international agricultural policies in order to
better safeguard food security and farming
livelihoods in the developing world.

Climate change poses another serious
threat to the agriculture sector, which both
affects and is affected by global warming.
While climate change can adversely affect agricultural output, current farming
methods themselves are a major contributor to climate change. However, as
this paper points out, agriculture does have great potential for mitigating and
adapting to the impacts of climate change — potential that can be realized
with a shift from conventional industrial farming to ecologically sound
sustainable agriculture practices.

Environment & Development Series 8

The Food Crisis,
Climate Change and
the Importance of
Sustainable Agriculture

Martin Khor

‘Third World Network

ISBN: 978-983-2729-90-7 24pp

PRICE POSTAGE
Malaysia RM7.00 RM1.00
Third World countries US$4.00 US$2.00 (air); US$1.00 (sea)
Other foreign countries US$6.00 US$2.00 (air); US$1.00 (sea)

Orders from Malaysia — please pay by credit card/crossed cheque or postal order.
Orders from Australia, Brunei, Indonesia, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, UK, USA
— please pay by credit card/cheque/bank draft/international money order in own cur-
rency, US$ or Euro. If paying in own currency or Euro, please calculate equivalent of
USS rate. If paying in USS, please ensure that the agent bank is located in the USA.
Rest of the world — please pay by credit card/cheque/bank draft/international money
order in US$ or Euro. If paying in Euro, please calculate equivalent of USS rate. If
paying in US$, please ensure that the agent bank is located in the USA.

All payments should be made in favour of Third World Network Bhd., 131 Jalan
Macalister, 10400 Penang, Malaysia. Tel: 60-4-2266728/2266159; Fax: 60-4-2264505;
Email: twnet@po.jaring.my

I would like to order.................. copy/copies of The Food Crisis, Climate Change and
the Importance of Sustainble Agriculture.

I enclose the amount of US$/Euro/RM .................. (cheque/bank draft/IMO).

Please charge the amount of USS/RM ......cccccvviririeuennne to my credit card:

D American Express D Visa D Mastercard

Alc no.: Expiry date:

Signature:

Name:

Address:

THIRD WORLD RESURGENCE No 262




ECONOMICS

Developing countries face a new

debt crisis

Twelve years after a global campaign successfully advocated the cancellation of
some of the world’s poorest countries’ public debt, developing economies are again
facing unsustainable debt burdens. Only this time, it is the private sector’s debt that

Hilaire Avril

A RECENT report by the Jubilee Debt
Campaign, a coalition of organisa-
tions supporting debt relief and in-
creased transparency in global finan-
cial markets, highlights that foreign
debt payments of the private sector in
impoverished countries have in-
creased from 4% of export earnings
in 2000 to 10% on average in 2010.

‘Some countries like Ethiopia,
Niger or Mozambique continue to
spend as much on debt service as be-
fore the rounds of debt cancellation
in 2000,” Tim Jones, who authored the
report, told Inter Press Service (IPS).
The governments of El Salvador, the
Philippines and Sri Lanka also con-
tinue to spend a quarter of government
revenue on foreign debt payments.

Debt payments of the private sec-
tor are now double those of the pub-
lic sector in many of the world’s most
fragile economies, the ‘State of Debt’
report argues.

Dangerously indebted

‘Generally, public debt has de-
creased because of debt cancellation
or better economic prospects, but the
private sector has become danger-
ously indebted in many developing
countries, threatening development
achievements,” Jones explained.
‘Nothing has been done to prevent the
build-up of large debts in developing
countries through a very liberalised
global financial system,” he added.

Despite the international commu-
nity agreeing to cancel up to $125 bil-
lion for 33 countries since 2000 un-
der the Heavily Indebted Poor Coun-
tries (HIPC) initiative, International

is inflating dangerously.

Monetary Fund (IMF) and
World Bank predictions fore-
see foreign debt payments in
the least developed countries
(LDCs) increasing by one-
third over the next few years,
the report argues.

The swelling of unsus-
tainable debt, which has af-
flicted the South since the
1970s, is now causing panic
in Europe as well. What is
happening in Greece today
mirrors what has been hap-
pening in the developing
world, the Jubilee Debt Campaign
argues, observing that history is re-
peating itself in a world where ‘lend-
ers can go on lending with impunity
and borrowers will always have to pay
the price’.

The issue of unsustainable debt
came to the world’s attention when
Mexico first defaulted in August
1982. Mexico faced another debt cri-
sis in the 1990s, followed by East
Asia, Russia, Brazil, Turkey, and Ar-
gentina, due to excessive borrowing
by the private sector.

The Campaign’s research esti-
mates that ‘in the 1950s and 1960s,
the number of governments default-
ing on their debts averaged four every
twenty years. Since the 1970s this has
risen to four every year.’

‘We now have a global financial
crisis where people in the Western
world are experiencing what many
people across the global South have
experienced for the last 30 years. It’s
amazing how this ideology of liber-
alisation still holds so much sway,’
Jones marvelled.

‘Some countries have tried to re-
regulate international lending in re-
cent years, like Brazil, which imposed
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‘Many developing countries have been, and
continue to be, locked in a debtor’s prison.’

a tax on short-term foreign money
coming into the country; Iceland as
well (whose entire banking system
collapsed in 2008, the country’s three
largest banks having accrued debt
exceeding six times the national GDP)
has had a very different response to
the global financial crisis: its govern-
ment refused to take on the banking
sector’s foreign debt, largely because
the people stood up and refused to do
that. Iceland is now recovering far
better than other countries from its
debt crisis.’

‘More countries have been back-
ing regulations on how money flows
in and out of their territory, but there
are barriers in the system, such as
World Trade Organisation (WTO)
agreements,” Jones added.

Since 2000, 32 developing coun-
tries have qualified for debt relief,
their debt payments reduced from an
average of 20% of government rev-
enue in 1998 to less than 5% in 2010,
according to the report. In countries
qualifying for debt cancellation, pri-
mary school enrolment has increased
from 63% of children to 83% in 10
years.

The Jubilee Debt Campaign has



been advocating the creation of an
international debt court able to can-
cel unsustainable debts, arguing,
‘Many developing countries have
been, and continue to be, locked in a
debtor’s prison.’

Increasing burden

The increasing burden of debt is
also strongly felt in developing coun-
tries that did not qualify for the HIPC
scheme, such as Kenya.

‘There isn’t enough thinking
around debt management policies and
development outcomes,” Kiama
Kaara, who heads the Kenya Debt
Relief Network programmes in Nai-
robi, told IPS. ‘Loans and develop-
ment financing must be tied to the
national development agenda, other-
wise we will end up with more use-
less, “white elephant” projects that
drain national resources,’ he added.

Kenya’s public debt increased
from 46.8% of GDP to 48.9% today,
according to the Network.

‘Borrowing makes economic
sense, but the level of prudence should
increase,” Kaara explained. ‘This is
particularly worrying in countries
where the political elite is the same
as the economic elite; the appetite for
increasing domestic debt benefits
banks controlled by influential play-
ers, who profit from the private sec-
tor’s debt despite the obvious conflict
of interest.’

At a national level, civil society
is increasingly mobilising to have a
stronger say on the level of debt in-
curred by governments. The Kenya
Debt Relief Network has been draft-
ing a ‘Responsible Borrowing Char-
ter’ to gauge loans against the coun-
try’s macroeconomic indicators.

‘The IMF has been seeking to
create a new mandate on how to regu-
late the movements of money between
countries, but it is still very weak,’
Jones told IPS. ‘“We are making the
same mistake with the European debt
crisis as with the Latin American debt
crisis in the past, by thinking auster-
ity is the answer, and it just creates
further decline in the economy and
suffering for the people on the
ground.” — IPS *
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The Rio+20 summit and the need
for a strong follow-up

The Rio+20 summit held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil from 13 to 22 June was
disappointing to many, but it could still succeed through the mandated follow-up
actions. Martin Khor gives an in-depth assessment.

The success of the summit will be determined by the strength of the follow-up.

THE United Nations Conference on
Sustainable Development, more
popularly known as Rio+20, to com-
memorate the 20th anniversary of the
1992 Earth Summit which was also
held in Rio de Janeiro, ended with ex-
pressions of deep disappointment
from broad sections of members of
the media and the environmental
NGOs, who saw few new commit-
ments to action in the final text that
was adopted by the heads of state and
government and their senior officials.

This was understandable, as
much had been expected from the
Rio+20 summit, the biggest interna-
tional gathering of world leaders this
year. This is also because the world is
facing serious crises in the global en-
vironment and economy, and thus
there were hopes that some decisive
actions would be taken, worthy of the
20th anniversary of the original Rio
Earth Summit, which was officially
known as the UN Conference on En-
vironment and Development.

Thus, there was unhappiness and
frustration that the hundred heads of
state and government who came to
Rio de Janeiro were unable or not
asked to take decisive actions. There
was a sense that the speeches,

roundtables and panel discussions at
the huge Rio Centro conference cen-
tre were part of a ceremonial function
for the political leaders, while the
tough decisions required by the cri-
ses were avoided or postponed.

But there are grounds for a more
positive assessment of Rio+20. It
achieved an agreed outcome, some-
thing that is increasingly rare in high-
level multilateral meetings. It man-
aged (just) to reaffirm previous
understandings on sustainable devel-
opment, thus maintaining the founda-
tions for international cooperation.
And it directed the diplomats and of-
ficials of all countries to continue ne-
gotiating and come up with solutions
to important unresolved issues within
one to two years — including on sus-
tainable development goals, finance
and technology, and a new political
forum on sustainable development.

The summit adopted a 53-page
document, ‘The Future We Want’. It
reaffirmed or recalled what had been
agreed to 20 or 10 years ago (at the
first Rio summit that produced the Rio
Principles and Agenda 21, and the
Johannesburg summit that marked the
10th anniversary and produced a Plan
of Implementation). And it directed
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stainable development summit.

that talks continue in the
United Nations (in New York)
to strengthen sustainable de-
velopment and environment
institutions, examine how and
whether to provide finance and
technology to developing
countries, and establish new
sustainable development
goals.

Measured against the ur-
gent tasks needed, there were
no breakthroughs. But neither
was the summit the failure that
many portrayed it to be.

Pre-summit negotiations
lowered expectations

Those who were following the
negotiations to prepare for the sum-
mit had already scaled down expec-
tations, for various reasons. The talks
were bogged down by contentious
debates on the ‘green economy’, a
new concept in the context of multi-
lateral negotiations. There had been
little focus on assessing the serious
gaps in implementation of the Rio
1992 or Johannesburg 2002 out-
comes, including on the commitments
to provide finance and technology to
developing countries. Only at a late
stage was there a discussion on texts
on specific environment or develop-
ment issues, such as food security,
water, oceans, poverty, and trade, and
on the means of implementation (fi-
nance and technology), while a new
theme (sustainable development
goals) was also proposed at this late
stage.

The developed countries seemed
to be in little mood for a new boost to
international or North-South coopera-
tion, due perhaps to the effects on
them of the global financial crisis and



insecurity felt by some of them about
the rise of potential rivals in the de-
veloping world. Even a reaffirmation
of past commitments, which is a nor-
mal part of UN conferences, became
a contentious issue. It was a repeat of
the UNCTAD XIII conference in
April, when the developing countries
had to fight very hard simply to get
developed countries to reaffirm the
mandate given to UN development
body UNCTAD in the previous con-
ference (UNCTAD XII) in Accra in
2008 (see TWR No. 260). And finally,
there were just too few negotiating
days allocated in the past two years
to cover such a wide range of topics
embedded in sustainable develop-
ment.

The impasse in the negotiations
continued in the last negotiating ses-
sion in Rio itself on 13-15 June. As
of the night of 15 June, there were 315
paragraphs in the draft of the outcome,
but only 116 of them had been agreed
to, with no compromise in sight on
many major issues. The Brazilian
government, as host country and in-
coming President of the conference,
took over leadership of the negotia-
tions. On 16-18 June, negotiations
intensified on the basis of a new draft
issued by Brazil. Finally, on 19 June,
a final draft produced by Brazil was
adopted by the senior officials.

Faced with the prospect of a real
breakdown, the officials representing
almost 200 countries pulled back from
the brink and worked out last-minute
compromises in an agreed text just as
their political leaders were arriving in
Rio. No country or group of countries
were satisfied with the text, as some
key points wanted by each group were
not included. This gave rise to a com-
ment from a senior UN official that
everyone was equally unhappy, and
thus the outcome was possible. There
was above all relief that Rio+20 did
not collapse in disarray without an
outcome, as happened in some World
Trade Organisation (WTO) ministe-
rial meetings (1999, 2003) and in the
Copenhagen climate conference
(2009). Multilateralism in sustainable
development was put to the test and
survived to live another day.

The outcome document agreed to
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just about meets the minimum re-
quirements of success, given the de-
teriorating state of international coop-
eration and the tough battles that de-
veloping countries had to fight in the
past year to get their points across. It
was often a frustrating and seemingly
hopeless task. But in the end, the de-
veloping countries prevailed on sev-
eral issues.

If there is to be reason for some
optimism amidst the downbeat atmos-
phere, it is to be found in the mandate
for follow-up actions. At the closing
plenary on 22 June night, the Brazil-
ian President, Dilma Rousseff, hailed
the outcome document as a historic
step for sustainable development. She
said it was a ‘starting point” and not a
‘threshold or ceiling’ for implement-
ing the path to sustainable develop-
ment that had to be ambitious and
should serve as a legacy for future
generations. Those were well-chosen
words, for the document, while not
itself containing high action points, is
a start in opening the way to poten-
tially important actions.

Common but differentiated
responsibilities

The biggest battle in the last week
of negotiations in Rio was to get de-
veloped countries, especially the
United States, to renew the original
Rio principles on environment and
development adopted at the historic
1992 Earth Summit. These include the
environmental precautionary princi-
ple and ‘polluter pays’ as well as de-
velopment and equity principles of the
right to development and the common
but differentiated responsibilities
(CBDR). The CBDR principle is es-
pecially important for developing
countries, as it implies that while all
countries should take sustainable de-
velopment actions, the developed
countries have to take the leading role
in environmental protection, as they
contributed the most to environmen-
tal problems, and they should also
support developing countries with fi-
nance and technology in their sustain-
able development efforts.

Some developed countries, espe-
cially the United States, resisted af-
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firming the Rio principles and espe-
cially CBDR. For developing coun-
tries, the reaffirmation of Rio plus a
mention of CBDR was a necessity;
without this reaffirmation, the sum-
mit would have been a disaster. On
almost the last day, the US gave in.
The outcome document, in paragraph
15, now reaffirms the 1992 Rio prin-
ciples, including CBDR.

In a section on climate change,
the text (paragraph 191) also recalls
that the UN Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) pro-
vides that Parties should protect the
climate system ‘on the basis of equity
and common but differentiated re-
sponsibilities and respective capabili-
ties’. Though this is only a factual re-
flection of the Convention, it is nev-
ertheless a victory for developing
countries since the equity and CBDR
principles were notably absent in the
decision at the UNFCCC Conference
of Parties in December 2011 that man-
dated negotiations on a new Durban
Platform under the Convention. Some
developed countries, especially the
US, have argued that the absence of
the mention of equity and CBDR
means that all Parties have to take on
similar levels of commitments in a
future climate regime, unlike in the
Kyoto Protocol. Developing countries
on the contrary argued that these prin-
ciples apply since the new regime will
be under the Convention. Their posi-
tion is thus strengthened since Rio+20
‘recalled’ these two principles in cli-
mate protection actions.

Technology and finance

The Rio+20 outcome was a big
letdown on the issues of financial re-
sources for and technology transfer to
developing countries. These are the
‘means of implementation’ needed by
developing countries to help them
implement sustainable development
plans, and were very prominent in
Agenda 21, the plan of action adopted
by the 1992 Earth Summit. The de-
veloping-country Group of 77 (G77)
and China insisted on reaffirmation of
the understanding that developing
countries require these means of im-
plementation to meet their obliga-



tions, and that developed countries
renew their commitments, especially
since there are new obligations on de-
veloping countries on account of the
green economy and sustainable devel-
opment goals components of the text.
On technology, the G77 and
China proposed a new technology
transfer mechanism to promote sus-
tainable development, since there has
been little if any real transfer in the
past two decades. However, the US
and others refused to even reaffirm
their commitment to transfer technol-
ogy to developing countries. They
insisted that the word ‘transfer’ be
deleted from the title of the technol-
ogy transfer section, and that the term
‘technology transfer’ wherever it ap-
pears should be accompanied by the
words ‘voluntary’ and ‘on mutually
agreed terms and conditions’, mean-
ing that technology transfer would be
on a commercial basis. The US chief
delegate explained that this was to
prevent compulsory licensing and
imposition of technology transfer re-
quirements by developing countries.
This demand was opposite to the
language in Agenda 21 and the 2002
Johannesburg Plan of Implementation
that agreed on proactive technology
transfer principles. After many rounds
of intense discussion, the US on the
last day agreed to language (in para-
graph 269) that ‘recalled’ the technol-
ogy text in the 2002 Rio+10 summit
in Johannesburg, including technol-
ogy transfer ‘particularly to develop-
ing countries, on favourable terms, in-
cluding on concessional and prefer-
ential terms, as mutually agreed’.
Long negotiations on how to treat
the issues of intellectual property and
access by developing countries to en-
vironmentally sound technology did
not yield any direct results, with the
US rejecting even very mild language
on a ‘balanced approach to intellec-
tual property’. The only place intel-
lectual property is mentioned in the
final text is in paragraph 269 that re-
called ‘the provisions on technology
transfer, finance, access to informa-
tion and intellectual property rights as
agreed in the Johannesburg Plan of
Implementation’.
On finance for developing coun-
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tries, the developed countries have
watered down their previous commit-
ments, this time refusing to reaffirm
the usual terms of providing ‘new and
additional financial resources’ for de-
veloping countries in the Rio+20 text.
This may reflect the budget problems
in both the US and Europe, and the
decline in development aid in the past
year. Instead, there are references in
the text to getting funds from a ‘vari-
ety of sources’ and ‘new partner-
ships’, a code for the reduced impor-
tance (and quantum) of developed
countries’ government financing for
developing countries. A long para-
graph (258) reaffirms the importance
of fulfilling the official development
assistance (ODA) target of 0.7% of
gross national product (GNP).

The developed countries also
wanted to emphasise South-South
cooperation as an alternative source
of financing, but did not succeed; in-
stead there is a balanced paragraph on
South-South cooperation as solidar-
ity and complement (paragraph 260).

The G77 and China had before
the Rio meeting proposed that a new
sustainable development fund be cre-
ated, and that at least $30 billion a year
be provided in 2013-17, rising to $100
billion a year from 2018. (In Rio
1992, the Secretariat estimated that
developing countries required $100
billion a year in external funds to im-
plement Agenda 21.) But this was un-
acceptable to developed countries.

The developing countries were
thus very dissatisfied with the retreat
in commitments on the means of im-
plementation, and argued that the new
green economy and sustainable devel-
opment goals aspects of the outcome
would be meaningless without a com-
mitment to finance and technology.

To save the show, it was agreed
that there would be a follow-up proc-
ess in both finance and technology
after Rio+20. On finance (paragraph
255), an intergovernmental process
will start under the UN General As-
sembly to assess financing needs, ex-
isting frameworks and additional ini-
tiatives, to prepare a report towards a
Sustainable Development Financing
Strategy to mobilise resources for sus-
tainable development. A committee of
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30 experts nominated by regional
groups will implement this process
and conclude its work by 2014.

On technology, developing coun-
tries wanted a technology transfer
mechanism, or at least a discussion
towards that goal. Developed coun-
tries would not agree to a direct inter-
governmental process. The final text
(paragraph 273) requests UN agencies
to identify options for a facilitation
mechanism to promote development,
transfer and dissemination of environ-
mentally sound technologies by as-
sessing technology needs of develop-
ing countries, options to address them
and capacity building. The UN Sec-
retary-General is asked to make rec-
ommendations on this mechanism to
the General Assembly’s 67th session.

These are actions to be carried
forward, rather than firm commit-
ments, and will hardly convince de-
veloping countries that they will get
the means (finance and technology)
to implement new obligations on en-
vironment and sustainable develop-
ment. Thus, the developed countries
have not maintained their level of
commitments of 20 or even 10 years
ago, whether on sustainable develop-
ment principles or on finance and
technology. Developing countries in
effect made significant concessions in
accepting the very watered-down lan-
guage, and this must be seen as their
major contribution to an outcome for
Rio+20.

Nevertheless, two processes have
been put in motion that keep the is-
sues of finance and technology for
sustainable development alive, and
the follow-up processes for both is-
sues hold the promise of leading to
some new strategies and mechanisms.

Sustainable development
goals

A new item in the Rio+20 out-
come with considerable follow-up
implication is the decision to formu-
late sustainable development goals
(SDGs). This will be done in the next
year through a 30-member working
group under the UN General Assem-
bly, nominated by governments
through the UN regional groups. The



UN Secretary-General is asked to pro-
vide initial inputs and the UN agen-
cies’ support to the working group,
which will submit a report on the goals
to the General Assembly next year for
its action.

Establishing SDGs was not on the
original mandate of Rio+20 topics but
entered the process in late 2011
through a proposal of Colombia and a
few other countries. It developed in-
creasing support as a concrete ‘deliv-
erable’ for the summit and as a kind
of replacement for the controversial
green economy issue. Although estab-
lishing SDGs turned out to be a com-
plex exercise, at least the concept of
sustainable development was an ac-
cepted and comfortable one, unlike the
green economy.

The developing countries during
the negotiations fought for several
things: to have a good definition of
SDGs, to ensure that there is a bal-
anced approach among the three pil-
lars (economic, social, environmental)
of sustainable development in the se-
lected goals, that the SDGs be formu-
lated by an intergovernmental proc-
ess and not be ‘dropped’on the gov-
ernments by the UN Secretary-Gen-
eral or UN-chosen experts (as in the
case of the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs)), and that the SDG
process should interact with and not
replace the separate process of the
UN’s post-2015 development agenda
after the expiry of the MDGs. They
also preferred that no specific SDGs
be named in Rio, in order not to pre-
empt the approach of having goals bal-
anced from all three pillars.

The developing countries’ posi-
tions prevailed on all these aspects. In
the final text, the SDGs are to be based
on Agenda 21 and the Johannesburg
Plan of Implementation, respect the
Rio principles, build on commitments
already made, and incorporate the
three dimensions of sustainable devel-
opment. They should be coherent with
and integrated in the UN development
agenda beyond 2015 and should not
divert effort from the MDGs. The
goals should address priority areas,
guided by the outcome document.

Developed countries, especially
the European Union (EU), were dis-
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appointed that the summit itself did
not adopt five specific goals that were
mainly environmental in nature,
which they had put forward as initial
and priority SDGs. The developing
countries argued there was no time to
agree on what the initial goals would
be, since economic and social goals
also have to be included.

The formulation of the SDGs, and
their interface with the post-2015 de-
velopment agenda, will be one of the
most important follow-up actions ini-
tiated by the Rio+20 summit.

Green economy

The outcome document has a
large section on the ‘green economy’.
This topic had in fact absorbed most
of the time and energy of the sum-
mit’s preparatory meetings over the
last two years. ‘The green economy
in the context of sustainable develop-
ment and poverty eradication’ had
been included as one of the two spe-
cific themes of the conference (the
other being ‘the institutional frame-
work for sustainable development”).
However, it soon became the centre
of contention and controversy, partly
because it was a new subject for mul-
tilateral negotiations that could poten-
tially result in new obligations on
states, and partly because the subject
was being negotiated in the home of
‘sustainable development’ and there
was confusion about its interface con-
ceptually and practically with sustain-
able development.

From the early stages of negotia-
tions, some developed countries, es-
pecially the EU, were advocating hav-
ing an action-oriented and norm-re-
lated approach to the green economy.
The EU proposed that Rio+20 formu-
late a UN green economy roadmap
with several specific goals, targets and
deadlines for issues such as water,
forests, agriculture and oceans. This
was seen by many developing coun-
tries as going too far with the concept.
They had many concerns, including
that the ‘green economy’ concept
would replace ‘sustainable develop-
ment’; that it may be used to justify
trade protectionism against develop-
ing-country products and new
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conditionality for aid and finance; and
that it would be used to create new
markets based on economic valuation
of nature’s functions, offsets and pay-
ments for environment services and
thus lead to commodification of na-
ture. There was also concern that there
would be a one-size-fits-all approach
as well as ‘green economy’ obliga-
tions that all countries have to adhere
to, without developing countries get-
ting the corresponding means of im-
plementation (finance and technol-
ogy) from developed countries.

After a long fight lasting over a
year, it was finally agreed in the
Rio+20 text that the green economy
is one of the important tools for
achieving sustainable development,
providing options but not a rigid set
of rules. The green economy policies
should be guided by the Rio princi-
ples. The text also contains 16 points
of what the green economy should or
should not be. It should respect na-
tional sovereignty, promote inclusive
growth, strengthen finance and tech-
nology transfer to developing coun-
tries, avoid aid and finance
conditionalities, not be used for trade
protectionism, help close North-South
technology gaps, address poverty and
inequalities, and promote sustainable
consumption and production patterns.

The main action points on the
green economy are quite mild (para-
graph 66). The UN system and rel-
evant donors are asked to coordinate
and provide information on matching
interested countries with partners to
provide requested support; to provide
toolboxes and best practices and good
examples in applying green economy
policies, methodologies for evaluat-
ing policies, and platforms that can
contribute.

Institutional framework for
sustainable development
(IFSD)

The IFSD was one of the two
major themes of Rio+20 and the chap-
ter on it could prove to have the most
significant results. It is widely recog-
nised that while Rio 1992 was a suc-
cess, its follow-up mechanisms for
implementation were weak. The main



body for follow-up was the new UN
Commission on Sustainable Develop-
ment (CSD); it worked well as a con-
vening body for ministers and senior
officials in its initial years, but had
lacklustre results in recent years. The
problem was mainly in design: it
meets only two to three weeks in a
year and has a small secretariat within
the UN Department of Economic and
Social Affairs, yet it has a large
agenda of tasks and issues to fulfil.

Potentially, the most important
decision in Rio was to set up a high-
level political forum on sustainable
development to replace the CSD. The
idea of a forum had been originally
proposed by the G77 and China, while
others, mainly the European coun-
tries, proposed transforming the CSD
into a new Sustainable Development
Council. The final text agreed to es-
tablishing the forum; the text also in-
corporated some of the ideas proposed
for the Council.

According to the text, the high-
level forum could have 12 functions,
including to provide political leader-
ship and recommendations for sus-
tainable development, provide a plat-
form for regular dialogue and agenda
setting, consider new sustainable de-
velopment challenges, review
progress in implementation and im-
prove coordination in the UN system,
have an action-oriented agenda for
new and emerging challenges, follow
up on implementing all the sustain-
able development commitments, co-
ordinate within the UN system, pro-
mote system-wide coherence and co-
ordination of sustainable development
policies.

As the details have not been
sorted out, Rio+20 decided to launch
an intergovernmental process under
the General Assembly to define the
forum’s format and organisational as-
pects, aimed at convening the first fo-
rum at the General Assembly’s 68th
session in 2013.

A key issue is the extent to which
this forum will only be a series of an-
nual meetings and roundtables (dur-
ing the time of the annual General
Assembly session) or whether it will
have a strong structure that addresses
the social, economic and environmen-
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tal dimensions, that meets regularly
throughout the year and that is serv-
iced by a strong enough secretariat.

If the new forum can have a wide
agenda, a big enough mandate to act,
a dynamic process of discussion and
decision making, a strong secretariat
and high political backing, then the
modest document coming out of the
Rio+20 summit can be transformed
into a world-changing process and
organisation.

Rio+20 also agreed that the UN
Environment Programme (UNEP)
would be strengthened and upgraded,
including through establishing univer-
sal membership of'its governing coun-
cil and increased, stable and adequate
financing, and strengthening its re-
gional presence. It is the only place
in the text in which increased and ad-
equate funding is committed. The
General Assembly is invited to adopt
a resolution on UNEP to this effect.

This decision was a great disap-
pointment to European countries
which were strongly advocating that
UNEP be transformed into a UN spe-
cialised agency. This was also sup-
ported by the African Group of coun-
tries. However, this proposal was not
acceptable to other major developed
countries including the US, Japan and
Russia, or to many developing coun-
tries, each for its own reasons.

Action on thematic issues

The document also has a large
section (Section V) on action on many
thematic issues, including water,
oceans, biodiversity, food security and
agriculture, energy, transport, health,
employment and social protection, cit-
ies, disaster risk reduction, poverty
eradication and trade. Some of these
topics contain proposals and promised
actions, most of which are useful as
guidelines for countries and institu-
tions to implement. For example, the
section on food security and sustain-
able agriculture reaffirms the right to
food, emphasises rural development
and the importance of small farmers
and indigenous peoples and their need
for secure land tenure and credit, and
promotes sustainable agriculture,
while stressing the need to address the
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root causes of food price volatility. It
does not, however, address the key
problem of developed countries’ ag-
ricultural subsidies.

Conclusion

While the Rio+20 summit fell
short of justified expectations that it
would be a landmark in addressing the
world’s current serious crises, it was
fortunate that there was even an
agreed outcome at all. The present at-
mosphere of international cooperation
has deteriorated recently, as can be
seen in the impasse in the WTO’s
Doha Round trade negotiations, the
failure of the Copenhagen climate
conference, and the uncertainties sur-
rounding the UNCTAD XIII confer-
ence. Rio+20 also became a victim of
the reduced commitments by devel-
oped countries to support the devel-
oping countries in their development
quest.

Despite some setbacks, the devel-
oping countries managed to secure
many of their key positions and de-
mands made in the negotiations. It
says a lot about the current interna-
tional situation that a reaffirmation of
principles made 10 and 20 years ago
is a sign of success.

With the outcome in Rio, the mul-
tilateral system in sustainable devel-
opment lives to fight another day. The
mandated actions in the Rio+20 text,
on the high-level forum on sustain-
able development, the finance strat-
egy and technology facilitating
mechanism, and the sustainable de-
velopment goals, point to more and
potentially important work in the year
ahead at the UN. The success of any
conference is ultimately determined
by the strength of the follow-up.
Rio+20 could remain a disappoint-
ment, or could become the start of
something significant. In that sense,
Rio+20 has not ended, but only
started, as the Brazilian President
stated at the summit’s closure. 2

Martin Khor is Executive Director of the South
Centre, an intergovernmental policy think-tank of
developing countries, and former Director of the
Third World Network. This article is reproduced from
the South Bulletin (Issue 64, 6 July 2012), which is
published by the South Centre.
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A renewed political commitment to
sustainable development

It was an uphill task at times but the gathering of world leaders and high-level
representatives of almost 200 countries succeeded in adopting the outcome
document of the Rio+20 conference that renewed their political commitment to

achieving sustainable development.

Chee Yoke Ling

THE first summit in 1992, also held
in Rio de Janeiro, was historic in forg-
ing the set of 27 principles in the Rio
Declaration on Environment and De-
velopment as well as Agenda 21, a
detailed plan of action. It was also the
occasion for the opening for signature
of the UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change and the Convention
on Biological Diversity.

Twenty years later, implementa-
tion of sustainable development con-
tinues to be elusive and most devel-
oped countries display weak political
will to fulfil their agreed commit-
ments to provide crucial means of
implementation (finance and technol-
ogy) to developing countries. Thus,
it was imperative that the Rio+20 con-
ference produce, as mandated by the
UN General Assembly, a renewed
political commitment.

While many are critical that the
outcome document titled ‘The Future
We Want’ did not go far enough, it
was crucial for the Rio principles to
be reaffirmed — especially Principle
7 on ‘common but differentiated re-
sponsibilities’ — and this was
achieved.

In Section I of the document on
‘Our common vision’, the heads of
state and government and high-level
representatives declare that they ‘re-
new our commitment to sustainable
development and to ensuring the pro-
motion of an economically, socially
and environmentally sustainable fu-
ture for our planet and for present and
future generations’ (paragraph 1).

Paragraph 2 states that ‘Eradicat-
ing poverty is the greatest global chal-
lenge facing the world today and an

UNITED NATIONS CONFERE
N
ENVIRONMENT AND DEVELOI::':IEE3¥

Rio de Janeiro 3-14 June 1992

Earth Summit (pic) held in 1992.

indispensable requirement for sus-
tainable development. In this regard
we are committed to freeing human-
ity from poverty and hunger as a mat-
ter of urgency.’

Until the end of the work of the
conference preparatory committee
(prepcom) late in the night of 15 June,
this was not agreed because the
United States wanted to restrict the
commitment to ‘extreme’ poverty.
Developing countries stressed
throughout that poverty eradication
was their overarching objective and
that Rio+20 must address all poverty.
In the course of the informal consul-
tations under the guidance of Brazil
as the host country (16-19 June), the
word ‘extreme’ was removed.

There was considerable debate on
consumption and production patterns
in Section [ and Section V (on ‘Frame-
work for action’).

In the 2002 Johannesburg Plan of
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The Rio+20 conference reaffirmed the Rio principles dopted by the historic first

Implementation (JPOI) adopted by the
Rio+10 summit, Chapter I is titled
‘Changing unsustainable patterns of
consumption and production’,
whereby it was agreed that ‘All coun-
tries should promote sustainable con-
sumption and production patterns,
with the developed countries taking
the lead and with all countries ben-
efiting from the process, taking into
account the Rio principles, including,
inter alia, the principle of common but
differentiated responsibilities as set
out in principle 7 of the Rio Declara-
tion on Environment and Develop-
ment.’

The US did not agree to the origi-
nal prepcom chairs’ text (paragraph
SCP 1) based on the JPOI, and asked
for deletion of the phrase ‘sustainable
consumption and production is one of
the overarching objectives of sustain-
able development’ and also of the
words ‘with developed countries tak-



ing the lead’. It also did not want
‘changing unsustainable patterns of
consumption and production’ pro-
posed by the European Union and
supported by the G77 and China in
the original paragraph 3, instead pre-
ferring ‘promoting sustainable pat-
terns ...’

The final result is a combination
as seen in paragraph 4 of the outcome
document: ‘We recognise that poverty
eradication, changing unsustainable
and promoting sustainable patterns of
consumption and production and pro-
tecting and managing the natural re-
source base of economic and social
development are the overarching ob-
jectives of and essential requirements
for sustainable development ...’

It is also significant that the sum-
mit adopted the 10-year framework
of programmes on sustainable con-
sumption and production patterns that
was finalised at the 19th session of
the UN Commission on Sustainable
Development in 2011. The pro-
grammes are voluntary and the sum-
mit invited the UN General Assem-
bly, at its sixty-seventh session, to
designate a member state body to take
any necessary steps to fully
operationalise the framework (para-
graph 226).

Human rights and the right to
development featured significantly in
the intergovernmental discussions,
with civil society groups making this
a central issue in their advocacy
throughout the process. The right to
development, which is incorporated
as 1992 Rio principle 3, was contested
by some developed countries at the
beginning but accepted subsequently
as it has also been long recognised in
the UN. However, until the final days,
the US could not accept the right to
food, preferring ‘the right to an ad-
equate standard of living, including
food’. The offered compromise of
‘right to adequate food’ was also un-
acceptable.

In the final outcome document,
Brazil managed to obtain consensus
as part of the overall package, and the
right to food is now in paragraph 8:
‘We also reaffirm the importance of
freedom, peace and security, respect
for all human rights, including the
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right to development and the right to
an adequate standard of living, includ-
ing the right to food, the rule of law,
gender equality, the empowerment of
women and the overall commitment
to just and democratic societies for
development.’

The summit also reaffirmed ‘the
importance of the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights, as well as other
international instruments relating to
human rights and international law.
We emphasise the responsibilities of
all States, in conformity with the
Charter of the United Nations, to re-
spect, protect and promote human
rights and fundamental freedoms for
all, without distinction of any kind as
to race, colour, sex, language, reli-
gion, political or other opinion, na-
tional or social origin, property, birth,
disability or other status’ (paragraph
9).

Good governance and rule of law
are acknowledged in paragraph 10:
‘We acknowledge that democracy,
good governance and the rule of law,
at the national and international lev-
els, as well as an enabling environ-
ment, are essential for sustainable
development, including sustained and
inclusive economic growth, social
development, environmental protec-
tion and the eradication of poverty and
hunger. We reaffirm that to achieve
our sustainable development goals we
need institutions at all levels that are
effective, transparent, accountable
and democratic.’

Both paragraphs 9 and 10 were
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negotiated outcomes at the prepcom
level.

In Section II titled ‘Renewing
political commitment’, the prepcom
ended on 15 June with most of the
substantive paragraphs unresolved.

Subsection IIA on ‘Reaffirming
the Rio Principles and past action
plans’ had five paragraphs and only
one had been agreed: ‘recalling’ the
Stockholm Declaration of the 1972
UN Conference on the Human Envi-
ronment.

Reaftirming the principle of com-
mon but differentiated responsibilities
(CBDR) was the most contentious is-
sue, with the US stating that there
should be no singling out of any one
Rio principle and that this was a ‘red
line’ for the US.

On the other hand, the G77 re-
peatedly stated that CBDR and equity
were essential for global cooperation
in sustainable development and for
the Group, explicit reference to
CBDR was its ‘red line’. Others, in-
cluding Canada, the EU, Japan, the
Republic of Korea and Switzerland,
also objected to specific reference to
CBDR.

The final text reads in paragraph
15: “We reaffirm all the principles of
the Rio Declaration on Environment
and Development, including, inter
alia, the principle of common but dif-
ferentiated responsibilities, as set out
in principle 7 of the Rio Declaration.’

According to sources, an intense
exchange took place into the early
hours of 18 June between India and



the US.

Paragraph 15 is seen by many as
a major achievement of Rio+20 as it
has implications not only for the UN
sustainable development agenda but
also for the negotiations under the le-
gally binding UN Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change which
operationalises CBDR.

Reference to CBDR in the para-
graph on the Rio conventions (climate
change, biodiversity and combating
desertification) was rejected by devel-
oped countries and the final paragraph
17 reads: ‘We recognise the impor-
tance of the three Rio conventions for
advancing sustainable development
and in this regard we urge all parties
to fully implement their commitments
under the [conventions] in accordance
with their respective principles and
provisions, as well as to take effec-
tive and concrete actions and meas-
ures at all levels and to enhance in-
ternational cooperation.’

There is also a reaffirmation of
commitment to fully implement the
Rio Declaration, Agenda 21, JPOI and
a long list of past action plans relat-
ing to the three sustainable develop-
ment dimensions in paragraph 16.
Conspicuously missing from the list,
however, is the outcome of the 2009
UN Conference on the World Finan-
cial and Economic Crisis and Its Im-
pact on Development, which faced
objections from the US.

With the decision reached to
work on sustainable development
goals (SDGs) in the next few years,
there were concerns among develop-
ing countries that this could under-
mine the implementation of the Mil-
lennium Development Goals, whose
target deadline is 2015. Switzerland
also proposed that reaffirmation be
extended to other relevant internation-
ally agreed goals under the three di-
mensions since 1992.

Thus, the accepted paragraph 18
reads: ‘We are determined to
reinvigorate political will and to raise
the level of commitment by the inter-
national community to move the sus-
tainable development agenda for-
ward, through the achievement of the
internationally agreed development
goals, including the Millennium De-
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velopment Goals. We further reaffirm
our respective commitments to other
relevant internationally agreed goals
in the economic, social and environ-
mental fields since 1992. We there-
fore resolve to take concrete measures
that accelerate implementation of sus-
tainable development commitments.’

‘Uneven progress’

Section IIB on ‘Advancing inte-
gration, implementation and coher-
ence: assessing the progress to date
and the remaining gaps in the imple-
mentation of the outcomes of the ma-
jor summits on sustainable develop-
ment and addressing new and emerg-
ing challenges’ saw deep divisions
among member states and the Brazil-
facilitated process had to resolve
these.

Paragraph 19 recognises ‘uneven
progress’ since 1992, emphasises ‘the
need to make progress in implement-
ing previous commitments’, and rec-
ognises ‘the need to accelerate
progress in closing development gaps
between developed and developing
countries’. The US insistence on ‘vol-
untary technology transfer on mutu-
ally agreed terms and conditions’ was
finally resolved by the words ‘finance,
debt, trade and technology transfer, as
mutually agreed, ...".

The second contested issue in
paragraph 19 was the G77 proposal
for affirmation of ‘the continued need
for increased voice and full and ef-
fective participation of all countries,
in particular developing countries, in
global decision-making’, with the US
wanting deletion of ‘increased voice’.
The Brazil-facilitated text retained
these words but in the face of contin-
ued objection, the final adopted text
does not have these two words.

During the prepcom informals in
Rio and the subsequent informal con-
sultations led by Brazil, strong differ-
ences surfaced on the ‘principle of
non-regression’ introduced by the
G77 reflecting their concern that de-
veloped countries are backtracking
from their commitments, especially
on means of implementation and tak-
ing the lead in changing from unsus-
tainable consumption and production
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patterns.

Brazil proposed language to the
effect that ‘it is critical that we hon-
our all previous commitments, with-
out regression’, which several del-
egates and observers said was an el-
egant way to deal with the issue.

However, the word ‘regression’
was not acceptable to developed coun-
tries and the final text in paragraph
20 reads: “...it is critical that we do
not backtrack from our commitment
to the outcome of the United Nations
Conference on Environment and De-
velopment...” It should also be noted
that the scope has been reduced dras-
tically from ‘all previous commit-
ments’ to sustainable development, to
only the commitment to the 1992 Rio
conference outcome.

How to treat the ongoing discus-
sions on human security in the UN
General Assembly (UNGA) was also
a point of difference.

Japan, supported by the US, the
EU, Canada and Switzerland, wanted
the document to ‘acknowledge’ those
discussions by adding this issue in the
paragraph expressing concern over
people living in extreme poverty
while public health challenges remain.
The G77 objected, arguing that these
were new ideas that had not received
agreement in the UNGA and that it
was premature to include the issue in
the outcome document. The final
compromise is to ‘note’ the ongoing
discussions.

Emphasis on the multiple finan-
cial, economic, food and energy cri-
ses was diluted in the final text and
an important action point proposed by
the G77 did not get any support. This
was paragraph 19 bis in the 2 June
2012 (5 pm) text: ‘[19 bis. We recog-
nize that the current major challenge
for developing countries is the impact
from the multiple crises affecting the
world today, particularly the ongoing
economic and financial crisis, as a
result of the deficiency of the inter-
national financial system. In this re-
gard we reaffirm the urgent need to
deepen the reform of the global finan-
cial system and architecture based on
the principles of equity, sovereign
equality, independence, common in-
terest, cooperation and solidarity



among all States. — G77; US delete]’

The paragraph on climate change
proposed by the G77 was another
topic of extended debate.

The G77 wanted an acknowledg-
ing paragraph to be in this section on
renewing political commitment be-
cause climate change undermines the
ability of developing countries to
achieve sustainable development and
for some countries their territorial in-
tegrity and existence and viability as
countries are threatened. The US,
Canada and Japan did not want any
paragraph on climate change on the
grounds that this issue was covered
in Section V on framework for action.

The EU said that there should not
be any special reference to develop-
ing countries as climate change affects
all countries, and on the issue of un-
dermining ability, the EU wanted to
focus on ‘the most vulnerable’ devel-
oping countries. In response, the G77
said that the paragraph was designed
to stress the negative impact on all
developing countries’ ability to pur-
sue sustainable development.

The EU went further to add a sen-
tence, ‘Therefore we underscore that
combating climate change requires
urgent and ambitious action and the
widest possible cooperation among all
countries.”’ The G77 did not agree with
this.

Observers note that the EU inser-
tion was directly linked to the ongo-
ing climate negotiations of the Dur-
ban Platform where developed coun-
tries are attempting to remove differ-
entiation between developed and de-
veloping countries with regard to re-
sponsibilities for climate change ac-
tions.

The final text in paragraph 25
reads: ‘“We acknowledge that climate
change is a cross-cutting and persist-
ent crisis and express our concern that
the scale and gravity of the negative
impacts of climate change affect all
countries and undermine the ability
of all countries, in particular, devel-
oping countries, to achieve sustain-
able development and the Millennium
Development Goals and threaten the
viability and survival of nations.
Therefore we underscore that combat-
ing climate change requires urgent
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and ambitious action, in accordance
with the principles and provisions of
the United Nations Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change.’

Coercive economic measures

The subject of coercive economic
measures was another contentious is-
sue. The G77 had proposed the fol-
lowing to be in the section on renew-
ing political commitment: [24 ter. We
express deep concern on the imposi-
tion of laws and other forms of coer-
cive economic measures, including
unilateral sanctions, against develop-
ing countries, which undermine inter-
national law and the rules of the WTO
and also severely threaten freedom of
trade and investment, and in this re-
gard urge States to refrain from en-
acting and implementing such meas-
ures that hamper the full achievement
of sustainable development, as well
as trade in developing countries.]’

Belarus supported the proposal;
the US and Canada wanted its dele-
tion; the EU and Australia reserved
their position as of 2 June in the in-
formal negotiations in New York.

Intense exchanges took place in
Rio with no resolution at the prepcom
level. Brazil then proposed the follow-
ing: ‘We urge the international com-
munity to adopt urgent and effective
measures to eliminate the use of uni-
lateral coercive economic measures
against developing countries that are
not authorised by relevant organs of
the United Nations or are inconsist-
ent with the principles of international
law as set forth in the Charter of the
United Nations and that contravene
the basic principles of the multilateral
trading system.’

This was not acceptable to sev-
eral major developed countries and
the final diluted text in paragraph 26
reads: ‘States are strongly urged to
refrain from promulgating and apply-
ing any unilateral economic, financial
or trade measures not in accordance
with international law and the Char-
ter of the United Nations that impede
the full achievement of economic and
social development, particularly in
developing countries.’

Although it was not discussed
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openly, sources said that the delay till
2.45 am of 19 June for the release of
the Brazil-facilitated text had to do
with the G77 proposal for strongly
worded paragraphs on peoples living
under colonial and foreign occupa-
tion, and on the territorial integrity or
political unity of sovereign and inde-
pendent states. Canada, the US and
Japan had wanted these paragraphs,
24 quat and 24 quint respectively in
the 2 June text, deleted, while the EU
reserved on it. Azerbaijan also wanted
paragraph 24 quint deleted.

The final accepted formulations
for the two paragraphs are as follows:

‘27. We reiterate our commit-
ment, expressed in the Johannesburg
Plan of Implementation, the 2005
World Summit Outcome and the out-
come document of the High-level Ple-
nary Meeting of the General Assem-
bly on the Millennium Development
Goals of 2010, to take further effec-
tive measures and actions, in con-
formity with international law, to re-
move the obstacles to the full realisa-
tion of the right of self-determination
of peoples living under colonial and
foreign occupation, which continue to
adversely affect their economic and
social development as well as their
environment, are incompatible with
the dignity and worth of the human
person and must be combatted and
eliminated.

28. We reaffirm that, in accord-
ance with the Charter of the United
Nations, this shall not be construed
as authorising or encouraging any
action against the territorial integrity
or political independence of any
State.’

A new issue was added in para-
graph 29: ‘We resolve to take further
effective measures and actions, in
conformity with international law, to
remove obstacles and constraints,
strengthen support and meet the spe-
cial needs of people living in areas
affected by complex humanitarian
emergencies and in areas affected by
terrorism.’

An observer said that these three
paragraphs were a ‘sub-package’
seeking to balance the concerns at
hand.

The issue of women’s reproduc-



tive health rights suffered a setback.
In paragraph 26 of the 2 June text, the
US inserted the words ‘including ac-
cess to reproductive health services’
after the sentence that recognises ‘gen-
der equality and women’s empower-
ment’ as important for sustainable de-
velopment.

The G77 and the Holy See asked
for deletion of the phrase. The Holy
See further bracketed the Programme
of Action of the International Confer-
ence on Population and Development,
the Key Actions for Further Imple-
mentation of the Programme of Ac-
tion (ICPD+5), the Beijing Declara-
tion and the Beijing Platform for Ac-
tion in a sentence that reaffirms com-
mitments to ensure women’s equal
rights, access and opportunities for
participation and leadership in the
economy, society and political deci-
sion-making.

Brazil, as host country, proposed
the following paragraph 30 (formerly
paragraph 26 of the 2 June text): ‘We
emphasise that sustainable develop-
ment must be inclusive and people-
centred, benefiting and involving all
people, including youth and children.
We recognise that gender equality and
women’s empowerment are important
for sustainable development and our
common future. We reaftirm our com-
mitments to ensure women’s equal
rights, access and opportunities for
participation and leadership in the
economy, society and political deci-
sion-making, in the context of the im-
plementation of the Programme of
Action of the International Conference
on Population and Development, the
Key Actions for Further Implementa-
tion of the Programme of Action
(ICPD+5), the Beijing Declaration and
the Beijing Platform for Action.’

In responding to Brazil’s pro-
posal, the G77 spokesperson ex-
plained that some of its members had
difficulty with specific references to
the ICPD and Beijing documents in
paragraph 16 (on reaffirming/recall-
ing commitments in numerous UN
outcomes) but that the Group could
accept references in paragraph 30. It
reiterated its position that there should
be appropriate context for reference
to the documents and paragraph 16
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that refers to sustainable development
was not appropriate.

The Holy See said it did not see
why there should be reiteration of
these two documents all over the out-
come document and asked for dele-
tion of the references from paragraph
30.

After further consultations, the
final text in paragraph 31 reads: ‘We
emphasise that sustainable develop-
ment must be inclusive and people-
centred, benefiting and involving all
people, including youth and children.
We recognise that gender equality and
the empowerment of women are im-
portant for sustainable development
and our common future. We reaffirm
our commitments to ensure women’s
equal rights, access and opportunities
for participation and leadership in the
economy, society and political deci-
sion-making.’

Specific groups of states

The Rio outcome document also
renews political commitments with
regard to specific groups: small island
developing states, least developed
countries, Africa and landlocked de-
veloping countries.

There is a separate paragraph 37
on middle-income countries that rec-
ognises progress made in improving
the well-being of their people as well
as the specific development chal-
lenges these countries face in their
efforts to eradicate poverty, reduce
inequalities and achieve their devel-
opment goals, including the Millen-
nium Development Goals, and to
achieve sustainable development in a
comprehensive manner integrating
the economic, social and environmen-
tal dimensions.

The document reiterates that
these efforts should be adequately
supported by the international com-
munity, in various forms, taking into
account the needs and the capacity to
mobilise domestic resources of these
countries.

The EU had inserted a sentence
at the end of this paragraph at the
prepcom stage: ‘We also recognise the
solidarity of middle-income countries
with other developing countries with
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a view to supporting their develop-
ment efforts, including in the context
of South-South and triangular coop-
eration.” The Russian Federation, the
G77 and Belarus asked for deletion
of this. It was not included in the fi-
nal adopted document.

Reflecting current discussions on
going beyond GDP as a measure of
progress, paragraph 38 states: ‘We
recognise the need for broader meas-
ures of progress to complement gross
domestic product in order to better in-
form policy decisions, and in this re-
gard we request the United Nations
Statistical Commission, in consulta-
tion with relevant United Nations sys-
tem entities and other relevant organi-
sations, to launch a programme of
work in this area building on existing
initiatives.’

Efforts by countries such as Bo-
livia, Ecuador and Venezuela to have
the document reflect their national
constitutional philosophy were re-
sisted by several developed countries
but finally stayed in place in para-
graph 39: ‘We recognise that planet
Earth and its ecosystems are our home
and that “Mother Earth” is a common
expression in a number of countries
and regions, and we note that some
countries recognise the rights of na-
ture in the context of the promotion
of sustainable development. We are
convinced that in order to achieve a
just balance among the economic,
social and environmental needs of
present and future generations, it is
necessary to promote harmony with
nature.’

The following two paragraphs
were earlier negotiated and agreed ad
ref before the Rio summit:

‘40. We call for holistic and inte-
grated approaches to sustainable de-
velopment that will guide humanity
to live in harmony with nature and
lead to efforts to restore the health and
integrity of the Earth’s ecosystem.

‘41. We acknowledge the natural
and cultural diversity of the world and
recognise that all cultures and civili-
sations can contribute to sustainable
development.’ 2

Chee Yoke Ling is Director of Programmes at the
Third World Network. This article is reproduced from
the South-North Development Monitor (SUNS, No.
7398, 27 June 2012), which is published by TWN.
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Overview of key issues in the
Rio+20 outcome document

This is a Third World Network analysis written by Alex Rafalowicz, Meena Raman,

Lim Li Ching and Chee Yoke Ling.

One of the greatest falllngs of Rio+20 is that it does not provide any new and additional
resources to achieve sustainable development. However, it did agree to set up an
intergovernmental process under the UN General Assembly (pic) to propose options
on an effective sustainble development financing strategy.

AT a time when international coop-
eration is weak and developed coun-
tries are effectively backing off from
their commitments made in 1992 at
the summit on environment and de-
velopment, the Rio+20 outcome
document, ‘The Future We Want’,
was still significant in preserving key
principles of sustainable develop-
ment.

Third World Network identified
nine key issues for the Rio+20 con-
ference:

1. Political commitment to sus-
tainable development

2. Reaftirming the 1992 Rio Prin-
ciples

3. Reaffirming rights

4. Implementing existing com-
mitments

5. ‘Green economy’

6. Sustainable development goals

7. Reform of the institutional

framework for sustainable develop-
ment

8. Effects on trade

9. Regulation of corporations

In this article we assess how
these were addressed. In addition
we also look at some of the critical
issues under several thematic areas in
the framework for action and follow-
up.

On the whole, the outcome of the
Rio+20 conference may not have set
the paradigm for a real vision of ‘the
future we want’, but given the obsta-
cles and difficulties faced during the
negotiations in the multilateral proc-
ess, it was not the step backwards
from the Rio summit of 1992 that was
initially feared.

In fact, it provides some oppor-
tunities for further work ahead to
shape and chart the future course of
the vision we want.
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1. ‘The focus and mandate of
the conference is to review
and recommit to sustainable
development.’

This was ultimately achieved at
the conference, with paragraph 15 re-
affirming ‘all the principles of the Rio
Declaration on Environment and De-
velopment’ (the ‘Rio Principles’).
Similarly, paragraph 16 provides for
a ‘commitment to fully implement’ a
range of agreements on sustainable
development, including Agenda 21
and the 2002 Johannesburg Plan of
Implementation.

Paragraph 20 is also particularly
important in both recognising the
‘multiple crises’ that humanity faces
and acknowledging ‘insufficient
progress’ on sustainable development.
Although the ‘principle of non-regres-
sion’ as proposed by the Group of 77
and China (and supported by the Eu-
ropean Parliament) was not accepted
in the text, it was agreed that states
‘do not backtrack’ from their previ-
ous commitments.

The finally agreed paragraph 20
reads:

‘We acknowledge that since 1992
there have been areas of insufficient
progress and setbacks in the integra-
tion of the three dimensions of sus-
tainable development, aggravated by
multiple financial, economic, food
and energy crises, which have threat-
ened the ability of all countries, in
particular developing countries, to
achieve sustainable development. In
this regard, it is critical that we do not
backtrack from our commitment to
the outcome of the United Nations
Conference on Environment and De-
velopment. We also recognize that
one of the current major challenges
for all countries, particularly for de-
veloping countries, is the impact from



the multiple crises affecting the world
today.’

Poverty eradication is under-
scored in paragraph 2 as an ‘indispen-
sable requirement for sustainable de-
velopment’. It is recognised that ‘pov-
erty eradication, changing unsustain-
able and promoting sustainable pat-
terns of consumption and production
and protecting and managing the natu-
ral resource base of economic and
social development are the
overarching objectives of and essen-
tial requirements for sustainable de-
velopment’.

2. ‘Reaffirming commitments
to the Rio Principles and to
common but differentiated
responsibilities (CBDR) is

essential to preserve the
global partnership on
sustainable development.’

As described above, the Rio Prin-
ciples were reaffirmed in paragraph
15. They were also invoked with re-
spect to: ‘policies for green economy’
which ‘should be guided by and in
accordance with all the Rio Principles’
(paragraph 57); the institutional
framework for sustainable develop-
ment, where it was agreed that ‘an im-
proved and more effective institu-
tional framework for sustainable
development...should be consistent
with the Rio Principles’ (paragraph
76); and sustainable development
goals which should ‘fully respect all
the Rio Principles’ (paragraph 246).

Specifically, CBDR was recalled
particularly in paragraph 15, which
reads:

‘We reaffirm all the principles of
the Rio Declaration on Environment
and Development, including, inter
alia, the principle of common but dif-
ferentiated responsibilities, as set out
in principle 7 of the Rio Declaration.’

It was also recalled in the section
on climate change in paragraph 191,
which reflects the language in Article
3(1) of the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change and
reads, ‘...parties should protect the cli-
mate system for the benefit of present
and future generations of humankind
on the basis of equity and in accord-
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ance with their common but differen-
tiated responsibilities and respective
capabilities.’

The reaffirmation of equity and
CBDR in relation to the climate re-
gime is particularly important for de-
veloping countries since these two
principles were notably absent in the
decision at the climate talks in De-
cember 2011 on starting negotiations
on the Durban Platform under the UN
Framework Convention on Climate
Change.

Other Rio Principles were not
recalled directly but their substance
is reflected in many parts, including
particularly: principle 2 (the sovereign
right of states to exploit their own re-
sources) in defining ‘green economy
policies’ in paragraph 58(b), and in
paragraph 227 on ‘mining’; principle
3 (the right to development) included
in paragraph 8 on ‘common vision’;
principle 10 (public participation) in
Section C of Part II, particularly para-
graph 43 on ‘engaging major groups
and other stakeholders’; principle 12
(against restrictive and unilateral trade
measures) is partially reflected in
paragraph 26 on ‘advancing integra-
tion, implementation and coherence’
and is elaborated under what ‘green
economy policies’ should do in para-
graph 58(h).

In the further work on sustainable
development goals (SDGs) it would
be crucial to ensure that the Rio Prin-
ciples are fully incorporated. Para-
graph 246 on SDGs calls for ‘taking
into account different national circum-
stances, capacities and priorities’.

3. ‘Governments must also
reaffirm the right to food,
safe drinking water and
sanitation, health and
education and respect human
rights-based approaches.’

‘The Future We Want’ provides
some affirmation of human rights-
based approaches including generally
in paragraphs 8 and 9, and gives some
recognition to rights that are particu-
larly important to sustainable devel-
opment.

The right to food is affirmed with
complete integrity (‘the right to food”)
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in paragraph 8. The US strongly re-
sisted ‘the right to food’ language and
after protracted negotiations it was
agreed to draw from the language in
Article 11 of the International Cov-
enant on Economic, Social and Cul-
tural Rights. Paragraph 108 in the sec-
tion on framework for action and fol-
low-up now reaffirms ‘commitments
regarding the right of everyone to
have access to safe, sufficient and nu-
tritious food, consistent with the right
to adequate food and the fundamen-
tal right of everyone to be free from
hunger’.

After a long struggle (with
Canada showing the strongest resist-
ance), the right to safe drinking water
and sanitation was also ‘reaffirmed’
in paragraph 121 but some analysts
are concerned about the appendage of
the words ‘commitments regarding’,
given very few are elaborated at an
international level. The paragraph
reads:

‘We reaffirm our commitments
regarding the human right to safe
drinking water and sanitation, to be
progressively realized for our
populations with full respect for na-
tional sovereignty.’

The right to education is recog-
nised in a similar manner in paragraph
229 which begins:

‘We reaftirm our commitments to
the right to education and in this re-
gard, we commit to strengthen inter-
national cooperation to achieve uni-
versal access to primary education,
particularly for developing countries.’

The right to health, in paragraph
138, is recognised in the following
form:

‘We call for the full realization
of the right to the enjoyment of the
highest attainable standard of physi-
cal and mental health.’

The importance of indigenous
peoples’ interests and knowledge is
recognised throughout the document
and paragraph 49, in the context of
‘engaging major groups’, reads:

‘We stress the importance of the
participation of indigenous peoples in
the achievement of sustainable devel-
opment. We also recognize the impor-
tance of the United Nations Declara-
tion on the Rights of Indigenous Peo-



ples in the context of global, regional,
national and subnational implemen-
tation of sustainable development
strategies.’

However, there is a significant
setback for sexual and reproductive
health rights, and this was heavily
criticised by women’s organisations
(see boxed statement ‘Governments
gamble with our future’on p. 24).

4. ‘Existing commitments
need to be implemented — the
words at this conference must

be followed up with by
action.’

One of the greatest failings of
“The Future We Want’ is that it does
not provide any concrete ‘means of
implementation’ or new and addi-
tional resources in order to achieve
sustainable development. Thus the de-
veloped countries failed to maintain
their level of commitments of 20 or
even 10 years ago on finance and tech-
nology for sustainable development.

However, it was agreed in para-
graph 255 that ‘an intergovernmental
process under the auspices of the Gen-
eral Assembly’” would be established
to ‘assess financing needs, consider
the effectiveness, consistency and
synergies of existing instruments and
frameworks, and evaluate additional
initiatives, with a view to preparing a
report proposing options on an effec-
tive sustainable development financ-
ing strategy’.

Similarly, states requested ‘rel-
evant United Nations agencies to
identify options for a facilitation
mechanism that promotes the devel-
opment, transfer and dissemination of
clean and environmentally sound
technologies’ in paragraph 273, sug-
gesting a longer-term outcome of
Rio+20 may be a ‘facilitation mecha-
nism’ for technology transfer.

(a) ‘New, additional, predictable
and public finance from developed
countries is needed.’

On finance for developing coun-
tries specifically, the developed coun-
tries watered down their previous
commitments, refusing to use the
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agreed terms ‘new and additional fi-
nancial resources’ that are one of the
foundations of international develop-
ment cooperation.

Instead, there are references to
getting funds from a ‘variety of
sources’ (paragraph 191) and ‘new
partnerships’ (paragraphs 71 and
253), which are code for the reduced
importance (and quantum) of public
finance and the elevation of private
sector finance. The private sector can-
not generate predictable or sufficient
finance for the essential sustainable
development actions that are needed
and so it is deeply concerning that it
became the focus of ‘The Future We
Want’ section on finance.

Developing countries had pro-
posed specific finance levels ($30 bil-
lion per year from 2013-17, and to
enhance the mobilisation to $100 bil-
lion per year from 2018 onwards) for
sustainable development, particularly
given the context of UN studies that
show that at least $1.9 trillion per year
is needed by developing countries for
sustainable development actions; yet
this was not recognised in the text due
to stiff resistance from the developed
countries.

As a compromise, developing
countries proposed the setting up of a
financial mechanism and the proposal
evolved to what is in the text now:
the establishment of an intergovern-
mental process under the UN General
Assembly to propose options on an
effective sustainable development fi-
nancing strategy. At the least, this
process, which has a proposed time
frame and stipulates that there will be
a report requiring action from the
General Assembly, could help put in
motion implementation and follow-up
to realise the necessary resources for
financing sustainable development.

A weak recognition of the ODA
(official development assistance) tar-
get of 0.7% of gross national product
(GNP), which has been previously
and repeatedly agreed to by all UN
member states, was given in para-
graph 258, which labelled it a ‘com-
mitment by many developed coun-
tries’.

There is a worrying increase in
references to ‘South-South’ solidarity
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financing in paragraph 260 (‘We reit-
erate our support for South-South co-
operation, as well as triangular coop-
eration, which provide much needed
additional resources to the implemen-
tation of development programmes’),
which poses the risk of shifting exist-
ing commitments from rich countries
to the developing world, but this is at
least limited by agreed language:

‘We recognize the importance
and different history and particulari-
ties of South-South cooperation and
stress that South-South cooperation
should be seen as an expression of
solidarity and cooperation between
countries, based on their shared ex-
periences and objectives...South-
South cooperation complements
rather than substitutes for North-
South cooperation...’

This is preferable to a reference
to the OECD’s Busan Declaration, as
proposed by the United States, which
had not been agreed at the global
level. (The Busan Declaration sets out
guidelines for ‘aid effectiveness’, with
the OECD countries seeking to in-
clude developing countries in adopt-
ing similar standards, a move that was
resisted by the latter as this would sig-
nificantly change the notion of ODA
as primarily a North-South commit-
ment.)

There is insufficient commitment
to scaled-up resourcing for the United
Nations in general and no elaboration
of truly innovative forms of public fi-
nancing such as international finan-
cial transaction taxes and Special
Drawing Rights of the International
Monetary Fund; nor are there any con-
crete actions to address debt and fi-
nancial crises.

(b) ‘The transfer of technology to
developing countries to enable sus-
tainable development is an essen-
tial element of any outcome and is
an existing commitment of devel-
oped countries.’

On the last day of negotiations,
the US agreed to language that ‘re-
called’ the technology text in the
Rio+10 summit in Johannesburg in
2002, including technology transfer
on favourable terms to developing



countries (paragraph 105 of the Jo-
hannesburg Plan of Implementation).
The US had insisted throughout on
replacing agreed technology transfer
commitments with ‘voluntary trans-
fer of technology, on mutually agreed
terms and conditions’.

However, the final compromise
has appended language noting ‘further
evolution’. The agreed language ap-
pears in the sections on ‘green
economy’ and ‘technology’ of ‘The
Future We Want’ (paragraphs 73 and
269) and reads:

‘We emphasize the importance of
technology transfer to developing
countries and recall the provisions on
technology transfer, finance, access
to information, and intellectual prop-
erty rights as agreed in the Johan-
nesburg Plan of Implementation, in
particular its call to promote, facili-
tate and finance, as appropriate, ac-
cess to and the development, transfer
and diffusion of environmentally
sound technologies and correspond-
ing know-how, in particular to devel-
oping countries, on favourable terms,
including on concessional and pref-
erential terms, as mutually agreed. We
also take note of the further evolution
of discussions and agreements on
these issues since the adoption of the
Johannesburg Plan of Implementa-
tion.’

As noted above, calls for a tech-
nology mechanism were not accepted
although a process that may lead to
such a mechanism has been set in train
by paragraph 273, which reads as fol-
lows:

‘We request relevant United Na-
tions agencies to identify options for
a facilitation mechanism that pro-
motes the development, transfer and
dissemination of clean and environ-
mentally sound technologies by, in-
ter alia, assessing the technology
needs of developing countries, op-
tions to address those needs and ca-
pacity-building. We request the Sec-
retary-General, on the basis of the
options identified and taking into ac-
count existing models, to make rec-
ommendations regarding the facilita-
tion mechanism to the sixty-seventh
session of the General Assembly.’

That the text fails to address ‘in-
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tellectual property’ and the negative
effects that monopoly can have on
sustainable development, is a major
gap in the outcome. However, lan-
guage referring to the need to explore
modalities in the relevant fora for en-
hanced access to such technologies by
developing countries was retained in
paragraph 270, opening the door to
future action on the issue. That para-
graph reads:

‘We stress the importance of ac-
cess by all countries to environmen-
tally sound technologies, new knowl-
edge, know-how and expertise. We
further stress the importance of co-
operative action on technology inno-
vation, research and development. We
agree to explore modalities in the rel-
evant forums for enhanced access to
environmentally sound technologies
by developing countries.’

This retains the flexibilities that
are contained in the intellectual prop-
erty agreement of the World Trade
Organisation that countries can ensure
in their national laws.

On ‘technology assessment’, or
the independent assessment of the real
impacts of technologies, there is rec-
ognition of the importance of
strengthening international, regional
and national capacities in research and
technology assessment in paragraph
275 that reads:

‘We recognize the importance of
strengthening international, regional
and national capacities in research and
technology assessment, especially in
view of the rapid development and
possible deployment of new technolo-
gies that may also have unintended
negative impacts, in particular on
biodiversity and health, or other un-
foreseen consequences.’

This provides a window of oppor-
tunity for further work on technology
assessment.

5. ‘The “Green Economy”
cannot be agreed without
being defined; and it must be
defined in accordance with
the Rio Principles and with
the backing of new and
additional resources.’

‘The Future We Want’ does not
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adopt ‘green economy’ as a distinct
concept but as one of many ‘ap-
proaches, visions, models and tools’
(paragraph 56) to achieve sustainable
development, with the focus of the
section being ‘green economy poli-
cies’ (or just ‘green economy’ but not
‘a green economy’). This is to be wel-
comed as it does not constrain choices
of governments, with agreement that
green economy ‘could provide op-
tions for policymaking but should not
be arigid set of rules’ (paragraph 56).

In the elaboration of what green
economy policies should be and do,
it is also welcomed that they ‘should
be guided by and in accordance with
all the Rio Principles, Agenda 21 and
the Johannesburg Plan of Implemen-
tation’ (paragraph 57) and that they
‘[r]espect each country’s national sov-
ereignty over their natural resources’
[paragraph 58(b)] and ‘not constitute’
restriction on international trade and
‘avoid’ unilateral trade measures
[paragraph 58(h)].

Of concern is that the section pro-
vides no ‘new and additional’ re-
sources, merely noting that develop-
ing countries ‘should be supported’,
not that developed countries should
provide this support. Further, the ref-
erence to support does not include *fi-
nance’ but only ‘through technical and
technological assistance’ (paragraph
74). Similarly, there is language
throughout the section which indi-
cates an intention by developed coun-
tries to shift resourcing obligations to
the private sector, for example, in
paragraph 71 that begins:

‘We encourage existing and new
partnerships, including public-private
partnerships, to mobilize public fi-
nancing complemented by the private
sector ...’

This paragraph also includes an
exhortation to governments to support
initiatives including ‘promoting the
contribution of the private sector’.

Many in civil society will be re-
lieved that the final adopted text does
not contain the words ‘ecosystem
services’, which were seen as confer-
ring legitimacy on policies that
‘financialised nature’ at great risk to
local communities and environmen-
tal integrity (see the article by Sian



Sullivan in this issue).

Vigilance is still needed, however,
as many are concerned that paragraph
66 may create a hook for the estab-
lishment of some international body
that will continue to promote this
agenda as it invites ‘the United Na-
tions system, in cooperation with rel-
evant donors and international organi-
zations, to coordinate and provide in-
formation’ on ‘matching interested
countries’ with support and ‘toolboxes
in applying green economy policies’.

6. ‘Sustainable development
goals (SDGs) represent a risk
if they are not developed in an

open, democratic and
transparent manner.’

The adopted SDG process out-
lined in paragraph 248 of ‘The Future
We Want’ is to be welcomed. It avoids
the pitfalls of prematurely ‘listing’
themes to be focused on and provides
for an intergovernmental process that
will not be susceptible to ‘high-jack-
ing’ by the Secretary-General or ap-
pointed ‘experts’. It is agreed that
‘[t]he development of these goals
should not divert focus or effort
from the achievement of the Millen-
nium Development Goals’ (paragraph
246) and ‘should be coherent with and
integrated into the United Nations
development agenda beyond 2015’
(the target for meeting the MDGs is
2015).

Although states agreed that the
resulting SDGs should ‘fully respect
all the Rio Principles’, the principle
of CBDR is not reproduced in its en-
tirety, although it can be assumed to
apply given its inclusion in paragraph
15. In earlier versions of the negotia-
tion document the G77 had wanted to
include specific reference to CBDR in
the SDG section.

7. ‘Reform of the
“institutional framework for
sustainable development”
must not lose sight of
strengthening the effective
institutions we already have.’

The progress made on agreeing to
institutional reform in ‘The Future We
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Want’ is to be welcomed as it does
not discard existing institutions before
proposing replacements — the UN
Commission on Sustainable Develop-
ment (CSD) will continue its work
until it is ‘subsequently’ replaced
(paragraph 84) by a new ‘high-level
political forum’. The process (in para-
graph 86) to develop this high-level
forum bears risks that states will not
agree to a sufficiently ambitious and
comprehensive new body, but it also
provides the opportunity to shape and
improve the new institution. If the
new forum can have a comprehensive
agenda, a wide enough mandate to act,
a dynamic process of discussion and
decision-making, a strong secretariat
and high political backing, then the
institutional framework for sustain-
able development would be greatly
strengthened.

The invitation to the UN General
Assembly to broaden the mandate of
the UN Environment Programme
(UNEP) and increase its resources (in
paragraph 88) is a positive step, as is
the affirmation of the mandated role
of the UN Economic and Social
Council (ECOSOC) in sustainable de-
velopment (paragraph 83).

It is disappointing that no serious
measures to reform international fi-
nancial institutions, which are integral
to sustainable development, were
countenanced and that paragraph 92
states only the following:

‘... reiterate the importance of the
reform of the governance of those in-
stitutions in order to deliver more ef-
fective, credible, accountable and le-
gitimate institutions.’

8. New ‘green’ trade barriers
cannot become the ‘blocks’ to
sustainable development;
sustainable consumption and
production revived

‘The Future We Want’ is clear in
its prohibition against countries using
their own terms to justify trade meas-
ures, as outlined in paragraph 26:

‘States are strongly urged to re-
frain from promulgating and apply-
ing any unilateral economic, financial
or trade measures not in accordance
with international law and the Char-
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ter of the United Nations that impede
the full achievement of economic and
social development, particularly in de-
veloping countries.’

This is similarly applied and
elaborated with respect to ‘green
economy policies’ in paragraph 58(h)
as discussed above.

The corollary to changing and
limiting unsustainable production pat-
terns is addressing unsustainable pat-
terns of consumption, so it is welcome
that the text acknowledges that
‘changing unsustainable...patterns of
consumption and production’ is an
‘overarching objective of, and essen-
tial to, sustainable development’
(paragraph 4). Similarly the adoption
of the ‘10-year framework of pro-
grammes on sustainable consumption
and production patterns’ in paragraph
226 is a step forward. However, it is
concerning that recognition of the
North’s previously agreed responsi-
bility to lead, given their historical re-
sponsibility, is not adequately and ex-
plicitly reaffirmed anywhere in the
text.

The phasing out of ‘harmful and
inefficient fossil fuel subsidies’ was
a subject of intense debate, with the
many developed countries advocating
strong language and developing coun-
tries expressing concerns that there
are widespread impacts on the poor
when subsidies are removed without
safeguards and alternatives such as
affordable and sufficient renewable
energy are not available. The agreed
paragraph 225 calls for policies that
phase out such subsidies to take ‘fully
into account the specific needs and
conditions of developing countries,
with the aim of minimising the possi-
ble adverse impacts on their develop-
ment and in a manner that protects the
poor and affected communities.’

9. ‘If governments want to
enable sustainable
development, then they must
regulate transnational
corporations which are major
drivers of unsustainable
development.’

‘The Future We Want’ is a missed
opportunity on this issue as it does not



significantly address the role of
transnational corporations in driving
unsustainable development (the word
‘corporation’ does not even appear in
the text as the term ‘private sector’ is
used, subsuming transnational corpo-
rations, small and medium-sized en-
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terprises). This remains a serious gap
in the international framework for
sustainable development and should
be a priority for governments and
campaigners and should be included
as an issue in the ongoing processes
on the SDGs and the work of the

‘high-level political forum’.

The weak language in paragraphs
46 and 47 is not sufficient and retains
a ‘corporate social responsibility’ ap-
proach, which is voluntary and allows
for corporations to ‘monitor’ them-
selves with no binding enforcement.

WHILE governments were locked in
their semantic battles in the Rio+20
process, women’s and other social
movements continue to fight on multi-
ple fronts for human rights, justice and
sustainability. These struggles take
place on diverse territories and
geographies including the body, land,
oceans and waterways, communities,
states, and epistemological grounds.
Each of these terrains is fraught with
the resurgent forces of patriarchy, fi-
nance capitalism, neo-conservatism,
consumerism, militarism and
extractivism.

An understanding of the deeper
structural roots of the crises we face
today and analytical clarity on the
interlinkages between different dimen-
sions are both critical. There is no core
recognition that the multiple crises we
face are caused by the current anthro-
pocentric development model rooted
in unsustainable production and con-
sumption patterns, and financialisation
of the economy that are all based on
and exacerbate gender, race and class
inequities.

In sharp contrast to 20 years ago
at the historic Earth Summit (also in
Rio de Janeiro) when linkages be-
tween gender and all three pillars of
sustainable development were
substantively acknowledged, the
Rio+20 outcome document has rel-
egated women’s rights and gender
equality to the periphery without rec-
ognition of a wider structural analysis.

Over the past few months we have
witnessed and confronted attempts by
a small group of ultra-conservative
states (with the strong support of an
observer state — the Holy See) to roll
back hard-won agreements on wom-

Governments gamble with our future: South
feminists demand responsible action now
The following is the statement on Rio+20 released by
the gender justice network Development Alternatives

with Women for a New Era (DAWN) on 22 June.

en’s rights. We are outraged that a vo-
cal minority have hijacked the text on
gender and health and blocked mention
of sexual and reproductive rights, claim-
ing that these have nothing to do with
sustainable development. Meanwhile
most states concentrate on what they
considered their ‘big ticket’ items of fi-
nance, trade and aid with little interest
to incorporate a gender analysis into
these macroeconomic issues.

There is a reference to women'’s
‘unpaid work’ but without recognising the
unequal and unfair burden that women
carry in sustaining care and well-being
(paragraph 153 of the outcome docu-
ment titled ‘The Future We Want’). This
is further exacerbated in times of eco-
nomic and ecological crisis when wom-
en’s unpaid labour acts as a stabiliser
and their burden increases. For exam-
ple, reference to the root causes of ex-
cessive food price volatility, including its
structural causes, is not linked to the
risks and burdens that are disproportion-
ately borne by women (paragraph 116).
Development is not sustainable if care
and social reproduction are not recog-
nised as intrinsically linked with the pro-
ductive economy and reflected in macr-
oeconomic policy-making.

Reference is made to the critical
role that rural women play in food secu-
rity through traditional sustainable agri-
cultural practices including traditional
seed supply systems (paragraph 109).
However these are under severe threat
unless governments stop prioritising
export-oriented agribusiness. The rea-
son why such wrong-headed policies
are not adequately addressed is be-
cause of corporate interests that are
protected in the Rio+20 outcome.

Northern governments advocating

for such corporate interests have
warped the sustainable development
paradigm in the so-called ‘green
economy’ that is skewed toward the
economic pillar, emphasising sus-
tained economic growth over equita-
ble development and without any eco-
logical limits. Within this section
women are regarded as either welfare
recipients or as a supplier of labour for
the green economy, but not acknowl-
edged as rights holders, especially of
economic, social and cultural rights
[paragraph 58(k) & (1)].

The ‘green economy’ concept is
somewhat challenged in the text by an
affirmation of diverse visions, models
and approaches to development as
well as the policy space to integrate
all three dimensions of sustainable de-
velopment (paragraph 56). While the
recognition of policy space and sover-
eignty over natural resources is impor-
tant, there is a need to deeply ques-
tion a development model that is
based on extractivism and that fails to
take into account social and ecologi-
cal costs.

While the Rio principles including
common but differentiated responsibili-
ties are reaffirmed at Rio+20, the out-
come is imbalanced across the three
pillars of sustainable development
without sufficient attention to gender
and social justice, including women'’s
rights. It fails to tackle the systemic
inequities of the international mon-
etary, financial and trading systems;
and prioritises economic growth over
the ecology and equity.

Feminists across the global South
will continue to demand that govern-
ments stop regressing on their com-
mitments and begin to seriously ad-
dress the structural transformations
that are required for genuine sustain-
able development. *

Development Alternatives with Women for a New
Era (DAWN) is a network of feminist scholars,
researchers and activists from the economic South
working for economic and gender justice and
sustainable and democratic development.
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A UN global framework, or in-
ternational binding code, for regu-
lating and disciplining
transnational corporations is unfin-
ished business — the first Rio sum-
mit in 1992 saw a strong business
presence and opened the way for
transnational corporations to be
‘partners in sustainable develop-
ment’, and in the months after-
wards the UN Centre on
Transnational Corporations was
effectively dismantled.

The 2012 Rio outcome is weak
on this issue even as public and
community demands for corporate
regulation increase with the finan-
cial and environmental crises.
There is a need for this vital issue
to be on the UN agenda. Similarly,
there must be agreed global rules
on corporate advertising and pub-
lic relations activities that corpo-
rations use to promote consump-
tion and drive forward the waste-
ful consumerist development model
that generates corporate profits but
that also threatens the well-being and
even survival of present and future
generations.

10. Food security, nutrition
and sustainable agriculture

The section on ‘food security,
nutrition and sustainable agriculture’
is generally positive in that it includes
language on the right to food, access
of small farmers, women and indig-
enous peoples to credit, markets and
land tenure, promotion of sustainable
agriculture, recognition of the impor-
tance of traditional sustainable agri-
cultural practices and the need to ad-
dress the root causes of food price
volatility. The section does not how-
ever address the critical problem of
developed countries’ agricultural sub-
sidies. Nonetheless, the reaffirmation
of these key issues in the Rio+20 out-
come document underlines and aug-
ments the gains that have been already
made on these same issues in other
relevant processes and fora.

The right to food is reaffirmed in
paragraph 108: ‘We reaffirm our com-
mitments regarding the right of eve-
ryone to have access to safe, sufficient

The right to foo
document of Rio+20.

i

and nutritious food, consistent with
the right to adequate food and the fun-
damental right of everyone to be free
from hunger.” Together with the reaf-
firmation of the ‘right to food’ in para-
graph 8, this sets the stage for address-
ing hunger, food insecurity and mal-
nutrition within a human rights frame-
work that encompasses the full range
of the meaning of the right to food.

The role and needs of rural com-
munities are recognised and rural de-
velopment emphasised in paragraph
109. In particular, there is recognition
of the need for enhanced access by
‘small producers, women, indigenous
peoples and people living in vulner-
able situations to credit and other fi-
nancial services, markets, secure land
tenure, health care, social services,
education, training, knowledge and
appropriate and affordable technolo-
gies’.

In addition, the ‘importance of
traditional sustainable agricultural
practices, including traditional seed
supply systems, including for many
indigenous peoples and local commu-
nities’, is recognised. This is impor-
tant in light of the threats that under-
mine and marginalise such systems
and the increasing takeover of seed
supply by a few large multinational

THIRD WORLD RESURGENCE No 262

d affired in t ucme

corporations. This also implicitly
recognises farmers’ rights to plant
genetic resources, where farmers
save, reuse and exchange seeds,
and farmers’ role in conserving and
sustainably using agricultural
biodiversity.

Crucially, paragraphs 110-113
emphasise the importance of sus-
tainable agriculture, including
crops, livestock, forestry, fisheries
and aquaculture, and the need for
increased investment in sustainable
agricultural practices. The links be-
tween sustainable agriculture and
food security, biodiversity and cli-
mate resilience are rightly high-
lighted. In paragraph 111, the need
to ‘maintain natural ecological
processes that support food pro-
duction systems’ is recognised,
which is a nod towards agro-eco-
logical principles and processes
such as nutrient cycling, biologi-
cal nitrogen fixation, biological
control via promotion of diversified
farming systems and harnessing func-
tional biodiversity.

The need to enhance agricultural
research, extension services, training
and education is addressed in para-
graph 114, to improve productivity
and sustainability. While falling short
of calling for a transition from the
current unsustainable models of in-
dustrial/conventional agriculture, the
language is sufficiently supportive of
sustainable agriculture approaches.

In paragraph 115, the important
work and inclusive nature of the re-
formed Committee on World Food
Security (CFS) is reaffirmed, al-
though it does not explicitly refer to
the path-breaking participation
schemes adopted by the Committee
such as its Civil Society Mechanism.
Still, this is in line with calls from civil
society to recognise the CFS as the
governing body for food, agriculture
and rural development policy and re-
lated financial issues at the global
level. Some of the progressive work
of the CFS is highlighted: the Volun-
tary Guidelines on the Responsible
Governance of Tenure of Land, Fish-
eries and Forests in the Context of
National Food Security and the on-
going discussions on responsible ag-



ricultural investment.

The issue of food price volatility
is addressed in paragraphs 116 and
117. The text stresses ‘the need to
address the root causes of excessive
food price volatility, including its
structural causes, at all levels, and the
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need to manage the risks linked to
high and excessively volatile prices
in agricultural commodities and their
consequences for global food security
and nutrition, as well as for small-
holder farmers and poor urban dwell-
ers’. Mention is made of the Agricul-

tural Market Information System
hosted by the UN Food and Agricul-
ture Organisation (FAO), which is
limited to the market information as-
pects, but no other concrete solutions
are offered. This is surprising given
that there have been several UN proc-

Chee Yoke Ling

IN addition to the highlighted thematic
areas in the main article, the following
were also included in ‘The Future We
Want'.

‘Access to sustainable modern
energy services’: There is a commit-
ment ‘to facilitate support for access to
these services by 1.4 billion people
worldwide who are currently without
them’ (paragraph 125). However there
is no concrete commitment, but only
an emphasis on ‘the need to take fur-
ther action to improve this situation’ (ac-
cess for the poor who are unable to
afford services even when they are
available), ‘including by mobilizing ad-
equate financial resources’ (paragraph
126). The energy mix listed in para-
graph 127 is a mixed bag: ‘increased
use of renewable energy sources and
other low-emission technologies, the
more efficient use of energy, greater
reliance on advanced energy technolo-
gies, including cleaner fossil fuel tech-
nologies, and the sustainable use of
traditional energy resources’.

The UN Secretary-General's initia-
tive on ‘Sustainable Energy for All' was
quite controversial in the Rio+20 proc-
ess. This initiative involves almost all
major transnational corporations in the
energy sector and is heavily criticised
by civil society groups and several de-
veloping-country government delega-
tions for its reliance on the biggest fos-
sil fuel extractors and contributors to
global warming to deliver sustainable
solutions. The privatisation of energy
in many countries and the profit orien-
tation of these corporations, according
to critics, are a major driver of the lack
of access to energy by the poor. The
final agreed text in paragraph 129
therefore ‘note[s] the launching of the
initiative’ whereas earlier drafts sought
a stronger endorsement, while several
states asked for deletion of this refer-

Other thematic areas in the framework for action
and follow-up

ence to the initiative.

‘Sustainable tourism’: The two
paragraphs 130 and 131 had been
agreed to before delegates arrived in
Rio. This topic did not receive much at-
tention from civil society participants in
the Rio process, and there is an as-
sumption that ‘well designed and man-
aged tourism’ can contribute to all three
pillars of sustainable development. ‘The
Future We Want’ accordingly
‘encouragel[s] the promotion of invest-
ment in sustainable tourism, including
eco-tourism and cultural tourism’. Third
World Network was the only organisa-
tion that disseminated analyses that
strongly critiqued tourism at the World
Tourism Organisation side event held in
Rio. (For details see the article by Alison
Johnston in this issue and a new TWN
publication The Politics of Tourism, Pov-
erty Eradication and Sustainable Devel-
opment by Anita Pleumarom.)

‘Oceans and seas’: This thematic
area received considerable attention
from organisations that work with
fisherfolk and conservation, as well as
countries with extensive marine re-
sources. Urgency was also escalated
with new data on the unabated deple-
tion of marine resources and the impact
of global warming and glacial melting on
ocean and sea levels, and massive ma-
rine pollution (the Rio+20 document
highlights marine debris, especially plas-
tic, persistent organic pollutants, heavy
metals and nitrogen-based com-
pounds).

There is a commitment ‘to intensify
our efforts to meet the 2015 target as
agreed to in the [2002] Johannesburg
Plan of Implementation to maintain or
restore [fish] stocks to levels that can
produce maximum sustainable yield on
an urgent basis’ (paragraph 168).

‘The Future We Want’" document
also notes the decision of the 10th meet-
ing of the Conference of the Parties to
the Convention on Biological Diversity

(CBD) that ‘by 2020 10% of coastal and
marine areas, especially areas of par-
ticular importance for biodiversity and
ecosystem services, are to be con-
served'.

The UN Convention on the Law of
the Sea (UNCLOS) as the legal frame-
work for the conservation and sustain-
able use of the oceans and seas, and
its importance, is recognised, as is the
‘near universal adoption by States’ of the
Convention (paragraphs158 and 159) —
the United States is still not a Party.
There is commitment ‘to protect, and
restore, the health, productivity and re-
silience of oceans and marine ecosys-
tems, and to maintain their biodiversity’
and ‘to effectively apply an ecosystem
approach and the precautionary ap-
proach’ in the management of activities
that impact on the marine environment.

Paragraph 162 recognises the im-
portance of the conservation and sus-
tainable use of marine biodiversity be-
yond areas of national jurisdiction. It
notes the ongoing work under the Gen-
eral Assembly of an ad hoc open-ended
informal working group to study issues
relating to the conservation and sustain-
able use of such marine biodiversity.
There is a commitment ‘to address, on
an urgent basis’, this issue, ‘including
by [the General Assembly] taking a de-
cision on the development of an inter-
national instrument’ under the UNCLOS
before the end of the 69th session of
the General Assembly (2015).

An issue that has emerged in the
negotiations of the Nagoya Protocol on
Access to Genetic Resources and the
Fair and Equitable Sharing of Benefits
Arising from Their Utilisation (concluded
in 2010 as a protocol to the Convention
on Biological Diversity) is the need for a
regime to govern marine biodiversity
beyond areas of national jurisdiction as
bioprospecting, patenting of marine re-
sources (especially microorganisms)
and commercialisation are already tak-
ing place with the benefits accruing to a
minority of entities from developed coun-
tries. Developing countries had sought
to include this in some form in the
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esses that have extensively debated
the issue, including the CFS and the
General Assembly, with the latter
adopting the resolution ‘Addressing
excessive price volatility in food and
related financial and commodity mar-
kets’.
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The final paragraph of the sec-
tion, paragraph 118 on trade, is regret-
tably weak. This is because developed
countries did not want to discuss their
agriculture subsidies, which are ad-
versely affecting food security, live-
lihood security and rural development

in developing countries. Similarly,
attempts to address agriculture subsi-
dies in the means of implementation/
trade part of the outcome document
came to naught, despite pleas from the
G77 and China that this was a critical
issue for developing countries. @

Nagoya Protocol but developed coun-
tries countered that this is a matter ad-
dressed at the General Assembly ad hoc
working group. In the meantime the
dominance of a few Northern corpora-
tions and research entities over these
resources will continue.

It is significant that concern is ex-
pressed at this high level about ‘the po-
tential environmental impacts of ocean
fertilisation’ and that governments ‘re-
call the decisions related to ocean ferti-
lisation adopted by the relevant intergov-
ernmental bodies’ (the Conference of
the Parties to the Convention on Bio-
logical Diversity has a decision that is a
de facto moratorium on ocean fertilisa-
tion), and ‘resolve to continue address-
ing with utmost caution ocean fertilisa-
tion, consistent with the precautionary
approach’ (paragraph 167).

There is also a commitment ‘to
eliminate illegal, unreported and unregu-
lated fishing as advanced in the Johan-
nesburg Plan of Implementation (para-
graph 170), and a call upon states to
ratify the FAO agreement that addresses
this challenge.

There is in paragraph 173 a reaffir-
mation of the commitment in the Johan-
nesburg Plan of Implementation ‘to
eliminate subsidies that contribute to il-
legal, unreported and unregulated fish-
ing and overcapacity, taking into account
the importance of this sector to devel-
oping countries ...". Subsidies in the fish-
eries sector is a complex and conten-
tious issue that is addressed in the World
Trade Organisation (WTQO) and so the
Rio+20 conference reiterates its com-
mitment ‘to conclude multilateral disci-
plines on fisheries subsidies that will give
effect to the WTO Doha Development
Agenda and the Hong Kong Ministerial
Declaration mandates’ on this issue,
‘recognising that appropriate and effec-
tive special and differential treatment for
developing and least developed coun-
tries should be an integral part’ of the
WTO negotiations, ‘taking into account
the importance of the sector to devel-
opment priorities, poverty reduction and
livelihood and food-security concerns’.

There is encouragement to states
‘to eliminate subsidies that contribute to
overcapacity and overfishing, and to
refrain from introducing new subsidies
or from extending or enhancing exist-
ing ones’. This is a reflection of the dif-
ferent realities and situations in devel-
oping and developed countries.

Importantly, there is a commitment
‘to observe the need to ensure access
to fisheries and the importance of ac-
cess to markets, by subsistence, small-
scale and artisanal fisherfolk and
women fish workers, as well as indig-
enous peoples and their communities,
particularly in developing countries, es-
pecially small island developing States’
(paragraph 175).

‘Biodiversity’: The intrinsic value
of biodiversity and ‘its critical role in
maintaining ecosystems that provide es-
sential services’ are reaffirmed (para-
graph 197). Several developing coun-
tries concerned about the adverse im-
pacts of market mechanisms such as
payment for ecosystem services did not
want the term ‘ecosystem services’ to
be used in certain contexts in the out-
come document (see the article by Sian
Sullivan in this issue).

Recognising the severity of global
loss of biodiversity and the degradation
of ecosystems that undermine develop-
ment, biodiversity conservation is ‘high-
lighted’ (paragraph 197) and govern-
ments ‘reiterate our commitment to the
achievement of the three objectives of
the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD), and call for urgent actions that
effectively reduce the rate of, halt and
reverse the loss of biodiversity’ and ‘af-
firm the importance of implementing the
Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011-
2020 and achieving the Aichi
Biodiversity Targets’ adopted in 2010 by
the CBD’s Conference of the Parties
(paragraph 198).

The contribution of the traditional
knowledge, innovations and practices of
indigenous peoples and local commu-
nities is recognised. The term ‘indig-
enous peoples’ is used in the document,
as opposed to the term ‘indigenous and

local communities’ in the CBD - this is
a significant step.

The resource mobilisation strategy
in support of the achievement of the
CBD objectives is welcomed in para-
graph 200 and this itself was a hard-
fought outcome of the 2010 meeting
of the CBD Parties.

The document ‘note[s] the adop-
tion of the Nagoya Protocol on Access
to Genetic Resources and the Fair and
Equitable Sharing of Benefits Arising
from Their Utilisation’ and ‘invite[s]’
CBD Parties to ratify or accede to the
Protocol. The language is not stronger
as many developing countries have
concerns over gaps and weakness in
this new treaty. Promoted by develop-
ing countries that sought to prevent
biopiracy and ensure fair and equita-
ble benefit sharing (the third objective
of the CBD), the final stage of the ne-
gotiations in 2010 in Nagoya, Japan
was controversial as the ultimate com-
promise was reached by a very small
group of countries and political pres-
sure was strong on all Parties to then
agree to it.

Other thematic areas in ‘The Fu-
ture We Want include sustainable
transport; sustainable cities and human
settlements; health and population;
promoting full and productive employ-
ment, decent work for all and social pro-
tection; disaster risk reduction; forests;
desertification, land degradation and
drought; mountains; chemicals and
waste; small island developing states;
least developed countries; landlocked
developing countries; Africa etc. In
most cases there was reiteration of
existing international agreements and
work programmes at the global and
regional levels.

However, as discussed in the main
article, the means of implementation,
especially financial resources, remain
elusive as there were no concrete com-
mitments to honour the agreement to
provide new and additional financial re-
sources for sustainable development
(implementing Agenda 21 and the three
‘Rio Conventions’ of 1992). L 2
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A mixed reaction to summit

outcome

How did the world leaders and representatives of the nations that attended the
Rio+20 summit view its outcome? The summit’s closing speeches, while reflecting
the sense of relief that consensus had been achieved, also evinced the general
feeling of disappointment that more had not been achieved.

THE Rio+20 summit ended late
evening on 22 June with the adoption,
to loud applause, of the outcome
document entitled ‘The Future
We Want’. This was followed
by closing speeches by several
delegations, some of which
lodged reservations and inter-
pretations.

There were also closing
speeches by Brazilian Presi-
dent Dilma Rousseff, UN Sec-
retary-General Ban Ki-moon,
the President of the UN Gen-
eral Assembly, Nassir
Abdulaziz Al-Nasser, and the
Rio+20 Conference Secre-
tary-General, Sha Zukang.
They described the confer-
ence as ‘historic’ for imple-
menting sustainable develop-
ment.

Rousseff said that the
outcome document was a
landmark for sustainable de-
velopment and a historic step.
She said it was a ‘starting point’, not
a ‘threshold or ceiling’ for implement-
ing the path to sustainable develop-
ment.

Ban said that Rio+20 has af-
firmed fundamental principles, re-
newed essential commitments and
given new direction.

Sha said the outcome document
should now be used to guide actions
for the next 20 years. He listed the
important outcomes as including sus-
tainable development goals (SDGs),
green economy, strengthening the
environment pillar (of the institutional
framework for sustainable develop-
ment), setting up a high-level politi-
cal forum (on sustainable develop-
ment), progress on sustainable con-
sumption and production, marine

Meena Raman

In her closing speech at the Rio+20 summit, Brazilian
President Dilma Rousseff said that the outcome
document was a landmark for sustainable development.

biodiversity, and strengthening social
protection floors.

In a session chaired by Brazilian
Foreign Ministry senior official Luiz
Machado, the outcome document was
put before the delegates and adopted
to loud applause. In the closing
speeches, some countries, including
Bolivia, Ecuador, Venezuela and the
United States, then expressed their
reservations on various paragraphs.

In the final two days (21-22
June), there had been corridor talk of
a possible attempt to reopen the out-
come document during the summit.
The document had earlier been final-
ised and adopted by negotiators on 19
June at the end of ‘informal consulta-
tions’ conducted by host country Bra-
zil ahead of the summit.
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The corridor talk was sparked off
by remarks by heads of state from
Kenya, Niger and France who had in
their statements to the summit
on the first day (20 June) in-
dicated that they wanted the
transformation of the United
Nations Environment Pro-
gramme (UNEP) into a full
United Nations Environment
Organisation (UNEO) with
equal status with other UN
agencies.

This proposal had been
strongly advocated by the Eu-
ropean Union (EU) and some
African countries, but had
been opposed by other coun-
tries. The final document
agreed on strengthening and
upgrading UNEP through
various measures but did not
accept that it become a spe-
cialised agency.

However, there was no
attempt to reopen the text in
the final summit plenary and the adop-
tion of the outcome document pro-
ceeded smoothly.

New path

Algeria, speaking for the devel-
oping-country Group of 77 (G77) and
China, welcomed the adoption of the
outcome document. It said that al-
though some proposals by the Group
were not kept in the outcome docu-
ment, the balance characterised by the
document paved a new path for reach-
ing agreement on different areas that
would start with the implementation
phase. The G77 paid tribute to Brazil
for playing a leading role (in making
consensus possible on the document).

The results achieved at the sum-



mit provided the greatest chance for
reaching ambition that all wish for in
the future in multilateral diplomacy,
said the G77 and China chairman.

Denmark, speaking for the EU,
while supporting the adoption of the
document, said that there were a
number of areas where it would have
hoped for more ambition, such as
timelines and goals in priority areas
covered by the outcome document. It
welcomed the document’s acknowl-
edgment of the important role of the
green economy in achieving sustain-
able development and poverty reduc-
tion; the recognition of broader meas-
ures of progress to complement gross
domestic product (GDP); and the im-
portance of corporate sustainability
reporting.

The EU said it would remain fully
engaged in operationalising the SDGs
and welcomed the decision on the in-
stitutional framework on sustainable
development, in particular, the
strengthening of UNEP with univer-
sal membership and for a common
global environmental agenda. The EU
said it would continue to work for a
full-fledged UNEO to be on equal
footing with other UN organisations.

Reservations

Bolivia said it joined the consen-
sus but expressed its reservations on
and interpretation of the outcome
document.

On the ‘green economy’, Bolivia
rejected it as a new model and tool
for the privatisation of nature and so-
ciety pretending to achieve sustain-
able development and poverty eradi-
cation. It said that countries have the
sovereign right to choose their own
approaches, visions, models and tools
for sustainable development. It had
chosen the vision of ‘Living Well’
through a comprehensive model of
integral development in harmony and
balance with Mother Earth while re-
specting the rights of indigenous peo-
ples and its citizens.

On energy subsidies, which are
addressed in paragraph 225 of the
document, Bolivia reserved its posi-
tion on the rationalisation of ineffi-
cient subsidies of fossil sources of

President Evo Morales of Bolivia speaking at Rio+20. The Bolivian delegation at the
summit said that countries have the sovereign right to choose their own approaches
to sustainable development.

energy, as this implied a restructur-
ing of its tax system and royalties, and
was contrary to its constitution. It
could not accept any kind of assess-
ment, monitoring, reporting and re-
viewing of its national energy poli-
cies and measures that affected its
sovereignty.

On ‘innovative financing mecha-
nisms’, Bolivia had reservations that
they could imply or be interpreted as
sources from carbon markets, water
markets and rights, payments for en-
vironmental services, and schemes for
the commodification of the functions
and cycles of nature.

Ecuador also expressed reserva-
tions in relation to paragraph 225 on
energy subsidies and said it could not
act in any way that was against its
constitution. It underlined the need for
a new social contract as regards the
rights of nature, requiring a change
in the system and values of people.

Venezuela said that in the inter-
est of consensus, it agreed to the out-
come document but it had reserva-
tions on certain paragraphs which
were contrary to its sovereignty and
constitution, which it would submit
in writing.

Peru said that one of the most
important achievements of the con-
ference was the reaffirmation of the
Rio principles, and called for urgent
and swift implementation of the out-
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comes. It wanted to see more ambi-
tion but the outcome document pro-
vided a road to follow.

Canada said that the outcome
document was a balanced, forward-
looking document. It said Brazil had
shown leadership in shaping a bal-
anced overall result.

On the reaffirmation of the hu-
man right to water in paragraph 121
of the outcome document, Canada’s
understanding was that this was es-
sential to the right of everyone to an
adequate standard of living under Ar-
ticle 11 of the International Covenant
on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights. The human right to safe drink-
ing water to be progressively realised
did not encompass transboundary
water issues including bulk water
trade and mandatory allocation of in-
ternational assistance, it added.

The United States joined the con-
sensus on the outcome document to
mark real advance on sustainable de-
velopment. It was pleased that the
document endorsed sexual and repro-
ductive health and said there was a
need to ensure women’s reproductive
rights. The US conveyed its intention
to provide a statement for the record
on several elements of the outcome
document.

Kenya said that the process of the
negotiations had been open, transpar-
ent, balanced, intense and difficult and
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compromises were made. It called for
practical actions.

The Democratic Republic of the
Congo considered Rio+20 as a cru-
cial step forward to lead to sustain-
able development. The strengthening
of UNEP should lead to an institution
that reflects its true functions.

Nicaragua said that the main is-
sues of the 1992 Rio summit on sus-
tainable development and poverty
eradication must continue and efforts
should not be diluted.

Switzerland said that progress
was made but the conference missed
a historic opportunity. The outcome
was a compromise and did not have
the vision and strong commitment
needed. It avoided a major setback
and there was some progress in spe-
cific areas. The green economy was
not a threat to sustainable develop-
ment but was an opportunity, it added.

Iceland regretted the lack of ref-
erence to reproductive rights in the
outcome document.

Brazil’s Luiz Machado, who
chaired the official closing session,
said that the statements of reservation
and interpretations would be included
in the report of the summit.

‘Starting point’

For the summit’s closing cer-
emony, Brazilian President Rousseff
took over as chair. In her closing
speech, Rousseff said that the out-
come document was a landmark for
sustainable development and was a
historic step. She said it was a ‘start-
ing point” and not a ‘threshold or ceil-
ing’ for implementing the path to sus-
tainable development, which had to
be ambitious and serve as a legacy for
future generations.

The document was a consensus
for collective ambition and that same
spirit was needed for the solutions,
said Rousseff. Saying that the docu-
ment did not set back the gains of the
1992 Rio, Johannesburg or other sum-
mits, she said it was a great step for-
ward.

She highlighted some of the key
decisions, including: recognition of
the need to eradicate poverty and hun-
ger and respect for human rights; the
SDGs provided focus and guidance
for the future we want; the high-level
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political forum will now coordinate
sustainable development and ensure
implementation of the SDGs; UNEP
is to be further strengthened, even
from a budget perspective; recogni-
tion of the need to have an indicator
that will be more than GDP; adoption
of a 10-year framework of pro-
grammes on sustainable production
and consumption; recognition of the
status of marine biodiversity and a
decision on the development of a
treaty on the conservation and sustain-
able use of marine biological diver-
sity (beyond national jurisdiction).

The Brazilian President was con-
vinced that the conference would
bring sweeping changes for current
and future generations with economic
growth which was inclusive, enabled
the distribution of income and re-
spected environmental sustainability.
She said that multilateralism is a glo-
bal expression of democracy and is
the legitimate pathway to find solu-
tions.

Rousseff pledged $6 million to
UNEP and $10 million for the most
vulnerable countries and small island
developing states (SIDS).

(On the first day of the summit,
China’s Premier Wen Jiabao an-
nounced that China will contribute $6
million to UNEP and $31.7 million
for a three-year international project
to help SIDS, underdeveloped coun-
tries and African countries tackle cli-
mate change.)

UN Secretary-General Ban said
the conference was successful and the
leaders of the world had renewed their
commitment to sustainable develop-
ment. The outcome document which
was adopted by consensus provided
a firm foundation for social, economic
and environmental well-being. ‘It will
guide us — all of us — towards a sus-
tainable path. It is now our responsi-
bility to build on it,” said Ban.

He added that Rio+20 had af-
firmed fundamental principles, re-
newed essential commitments and
given new direction. Agreement was
reached to establish universal SDGs
to create a stronger international ar-
chitecture to support sustainable de-
velopment. A 10-year framework on
sustainable consumption and produc-
tion had been adopted and there was
acknowledgment of the potential for
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greening economies.

The road ahead was long and
hard, he said, with too many people
remaining poor, hungry and vulner-
able to easily preventable disease, and
the environmental base that will im-
prove their opportunities for prosper-
ity was under unprecedented threat.
‘No longer can we afford to recklessly
consume scarce resources. No longer
can we carelessly pollute fragile eco-
systems. No longer can we mortgage
our future for our short-term needs ...
Rio+20 has given us a solid platform
to build on. And it has given us the
tools to build with. The work starts
now,’ concluded Ban.

Sha, the Secretary-General of the
Conference, said the conference was
historic and the next stage of the work
was to take the outcome document
and use it to guide actions for the next
20 years.

He said the process to launch the
SDGs provided an expression of com-
mitment for the future we want. Other
important ground-breaking outcomes
were: the application of green
economy policies as a useful tool for
sustainable development; agreement
to strengthen the environment pillar;
decision to have a high-level politi-
cal forum for sustainable develop-
ment to integrate the three pillars;
progress on sustainable consumption
and production; sustainable use of
marine biodiversity; addressing ma-
rine pollution and ocean acidification;
more liveable cities and communities;
strengthening social protection floors
and tackling youth unemployment;
and decision on a strategy for mobili-
sation of financing and technology
transfer. Sustainable development was
the only option for the common fu-
ture, he added further.

President of the UN General As-
sembly (UNGA) Al-Nasser said that
member states had come a long way
and the conference was historic. He
said the UNGA had played a central
role and the outcome document pro-
vided critical guidance for implemen-
tation and the right decisions needed
to be made in the UNGA. L 4

Meena Raman is a senior researcher with the Third
World Network. This article is reproduced from the
South-North Development Monitor (SUNS, No.
7397, 26 June 2012), which is published by TWN.
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UN General Assembly endorses
Rio+20 outcome document

The United Nations General Assembly has endorsed the outcome document of the
Rio+20 summit, but not without reservations by some member states.

THE United Nations General Assem-
bly, at its 66th session in New York,
adopted on 27 July a draft resolution
by the President of the General As-
sembly endorsing the outcome docu-
ment of the Rio+20 conference enti-
tled ‘The Future We Want’.

The resolution comprised only
two main paragraphs. The first para-
graph expressed ‘profound gratitude
to the government and people of Bra-
zil for hosting the Conference from
20-22nd June in Rio de Janeiro and
for providing necessary support’. The
second paragraph endorsed the out-
come document which was annexed
to the resolution.

Following the adoption of the
General Assembly resolution, Ven-
ezuela, Canada, Bolivia and the
United States reiterated their reserva-
tions which they had expressed in Rio
de Janeiro after the outcome docu-
ment was adopted at the summit on
22 June. Several other countries also
expressed their views on the outcome
document.

In presenting the draft resolution
for adoption, the President of the Gen-
eral Assembly (PGA), Nassir
Abdulaziz Al-Nasser, said that mem-
ber states had their work cut out for
them and that by adopting the resolu-
tion, a new chapter was opened.

He said that the outcome of
Rio+20 was not an end but presented
a new beginning and had defined a
new vision of development for the
future which would be equitable and
inclusive and take into account the
limits of the planet. He said further
that what was important now was
implementation (of the commitments
made at the June summit).

The PGA said that a number of
processes had been launched in Rio
and that the General Assembly (GA)
will continue to play a central role in
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sustainable development.

Referring to the decision in the
outcome document to establish an in-
clusive and transparent intergovern-
mental process on sustainable devel-
opment goals (SDGs) to be agreed to
by the GA and for an open working
group to be constituted no later than
at the opening of the 67th session of
the GA, the PGA said that the Perma-
nent Representative of Brazil to the
UN in New York (Ambassador Maria
Luiza Ribeiro) will lead this process.

(According to the outcome docu-
ment, the working group will com-
prise 30 representatives nominated by
member states from the five UN re-
gional groups and will submit a re-
port to the 68th session of the GA con-
taining a proposal for SDGs for con-
sideration and appropriate action.)

Apart from the SDGs, the PGA
also outlined other important out-
comes from the Rio+20 conference,
including decisions to establish a uni-
versal intergovernmental high-level
political forum to follow up on the
implementation of sustainable devel-
opment; to establish an intergovern-
mental process under the GA for an
effective sustainable development fi-
nancing strategy; for a facilitation
mechanism that promotes the devel-
opment, transfer and dissemination of
clean and environmentally sound
technologies; and the adoption of
modalities at the 67th GA for the con-
vening in 2014 of a third international
conference on small island develop-
ing states (SIDS).

Ion Botnaru, Director of General
Assembly Affairs, told member states
before the adoption of the resolution
that the Rio+20 conference outcome
could give rise to additional resource
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requirements. He said that consulta-
tions would begin with all
stakeholders to determine how the
decisions would be implemented, fol-
lowing which the Secretary-General
would submit a detailed report on pro-
gramme budget implications to the
GA at its upcoming session.

Following the adoption of the
resolution, several countries took the
floor to make explanatory statements,
express their reservations or make
general statements.

Nauru, representing the Alliance
of Small Island States (AOSIS), wel-
comed efforts to assist the SIDS and
said that the next SIDS conference
would provide an opportunity to take
stock of what has been achieved and
what more needs to be done. It also
suggested that SIDS be adequately
represented in the working group to
develop the SDGs.

Papua New Guinea, speaking for
the Pacific Small Island States, said
that the outcome document was com-
prehensive and welcomed the recog-
nition of oceans as an important eco-
system and for its conservation and
sustainable use.

Venezuela said that there were
still a lot of issues missing from the
outcome document. It said that the
speculative economy signifies preda-
tory capitalism which preys on nature.
Efforts must be made to prevent na-
ture from being seen as a commodity
to benefit a few. In adopting the docu-
ment, it expressed reservations in re-
lation to paragraphs 125, 126, 127,
129, 162 and 225.

(Paragraphs 125,126,127 and 129
relate to matters under the section on
‘energy’; paragraph 162 to the issue
of conservation and sustainable use
of marine biodiversity beyond areas
in national jurisdiction; and paragraph
225 to fossil fuel subsidies.)



Venezuela also expressed con-
cern that some UN bodies wanted
to implement the Rio+20 outcomes
in a fragmented way and referred
to the issue of the ‘green
economy’. It said that it had been
agreed in Rio that each country
could have different approaches,
visions and models to achieve sus-
tainable development and that the
‘green economy’ was not the only
model available. The policies must
be guided by all the Rio principles,
Agenda 21 and the Johannesburg
Plan of Implementation.

New Zealand welcomed the
Rio+20 conference and stressed that
it was a success which demonstrated
that the multilateral process can and
does work. It welcomed the decision
on oceans and fisheries and wanted
to see an SDG on oceans. It was also
pleased with the outcome on fossil
fuel subsidy reform but was ‘less
happy’ with a lack of reference to ag-
riculture subsidy reform and repro-
ductive rights. It said that the road
from Rio was going to be as challeng-
ing as the road to Rio.

Canada said that it had submit-
ted an explanatory note to the secre-
tariat where it had specified its posi-
tion regarding the right to drinking
water and basic sanitation.

Switzerland said that the success
of Rio+20 would be measured not
only by the outcome document but by
actions which would be taken. It wel-
comed the SDGs and said that it was
important to also take into account the
work under the MDGs (Millennium
Development Goals) in the post-2015
development agenda.

Australia welcomed the SDGs
and wanted the process forward to
ensure the integration of the post-
2015 development agenda, stressing
the importance of the MDGs. It also
welcomed the decision on oceans and
seas and for enhancing marine
biodiversity protection beyond na-
tional jurisdiction.

Boliviareiterated its reservations.
On the ‘green economy’, it rejected it
as a new model and tool for the pri-
vatisation of nature and society pre-
tending to achieve sustainable devel-
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Abdulaziz Al-Nasser (pic) said that what was
important now was implementation of the
commitments made at the Rio+20 summit.

opment and poverty eradication. It
said that countries have the sovereign
right to choose their own approaches,
visions, models and tools for sustain-
able development.

On the question of energy subsi-
dies in paragraph 225 of the docu-
ment, Bolivia reserved its position on
the rationalisation of inefficient sub-
sidies of fossil sources of energy, as
this implied a restructuring of its tax
system and royalties, and was con-
trary to its constitution. It could not
accept any kind of assessment, moni-
toring, reporting and reviewing of its
national energy policies and measures
that affected its sovereignty.

On ‘innovative financing mecha-
nisms’, Bolivia had reservations that
they could imply or be interpreted as
sources from carbon markets, water
markets and rights, payments for en-
vironmental services, and schemes for
the commodification of the functions
and cycles of nature. On the issue of
‘food security’, it preferred the notion
of ‘food sovereignty’.

Morocco stressed the importance
of the SDGs and the strategy for fi-
nancing sustainable development.

South Korea, represented by
Ambassador Kim Sook, who was one
of the co-chairs of the conference pre-
paratory process, said that Rio was a
success and reaffirmed the strong
commitment to sustainable develop-
ment and laid a firm foundation for a
sustainable future for all.

He said that success will not be
complete until all the follow-up ac-
tions are undertaken successfully and
stressed the importance of the GA in
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relation to the development of the
SDGs and in the strengthening of
the institutional framework for sus-
tainable development.

Brazil, represented by its Am-
bassador Ribeiro, recalled the
many important outcomes of the
conference.

She referred to the launch of
the SDGs; the high-level political
forum that will coordinate the fol-
low-up process; the strengthening
of the United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP); the adoption
of the 10-year framework of pro-
grammes on sustainable consumption
and production patterns; the decision
to launch broader measures of
progress to complement the GDP; and
further steps on sustainable use and
conservation of marine biodiversity
areas beyond national jurisdiction.

She also referred to the mandates
for various processes including the
open working group on the SDGs,
effective financing strategy and rec-
ommendations from the Secretary-
General for a facilitation mechanism
on technology development and trans-
fer.

The European Union welcomed
the creation of the high-level politi-
cal forum in relation to the institu-
tional framework for sustainable de-
velopment, the upgrading of UNEP
and the recognition that the ‘green
economy’ is a useful tool and prom-
ising pathway. It also stressed the im-
portance of the implementation and
operationalisation of the decisions.

Japan also stressed the need to
ensure coherence and integration be-
tween the SDG and the MDG proc-
esses.

The United States said that the
outcome of Rio made real advances
in sustainable development and reit-
erated that it had additional observa-
tions and clarification regarding the
outcome document which it had sub-
mitted for the official records of the
conference. It did not elaborate fur-
ther on its observations and clarifica-
tion. 2

This article is reproduced from the South-North
Development Monitor (SUNS, No. 7423, 2 August
2012).
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The dangers of the financialisation
of biodiversity conservation

There were concerns among a number of developing countries that if there is no
holistic approach to biodiversity and the functions of ecosystems, and economic
valuation of nature is given undue prominence, then the Rio+20 outcome may
cause more damage to nature and threaten the rights of indigenous peoples and
local communities. Instead of delivering financing for biodiversity, a range of
proposed and experimental market-based ‘innovative mechanisms’ could lead to
another financial bubble and more inequities.

Sian Sullivan

WHEN nature is viewed in monetary
terms, is it the nature that is valued,
or the money? And what implications
does this have for ecosystems and
equity, given a financialised economy
that rewards money products and their
brokers, and that tends towards specu-
lative and volatile dynamics?

The current biodiversity crisis is
giving rise to calls for a massive mo-
bilisation of financial resources to
conserve biodiversity, and to reduce
the drivers of biodiversity loss. The
possibility for ‘innovative mecha-
nisms’ to assist with resource mobili-
sation needs is included in the Strate-
gic Plan for Biodiversity (2011-2020)
of the Convention on Biological Di-
versity (CBD). This has generated a
fizz of interest around what might
constitute ‘innovative financing
mechanisms’ for biodiversity.

At the same time, much attention
is directed to questions of how much
nature is worth, and of how this worth
might be signalled through prices that
move decision-making in directions
that are more ecologically sustainable.
The recent UN programme on The
Economics of Ecosystems and
Biodiversity (TEEB) gives added im-
petus to the incorporation of
monetised ecological values into na-
tional and corporate decision-making
and accounting practices, and is wel-
comed as such in the CBD’s current
Strategic Plan. Financial support for
TEEB comes from the European
Commission, Germany, the United

Kingdom, the Netherlands,
Norway, Sweden and Japan.

Accounting for nature
in terms of ‘natural capital’
and ‘ecosystem services’
also creates wealth-generat-
ing opportunities through
the possibility that proxies
for conserved or restored
non-human nature can be
mobilised as capital-bearing
assets. This reflects a ‘Green
Economy’ ideology propos-
ing that social equity and en-
vironmental sustainability
are compatible with further economic
growth and entrepreneurial activity. A
pillar of this ideology is the conver-
sion of nature health and harm into
capital assets that can be traded and
financialised, and requires the follow-
ing:

Numerical representation.
First, nature needs to be conceptually
‘cut up’ into units that can be repre-
sented as numbers. These numbers,
often referred to as ‘metrics’, act as
surrogate or proxy measures for val-
ued aspects of ecosystems. Numeri-
cal representation reduces ecosystem
complexity to create apparent equiva-
lence and commensurability between
different locations and times. Through
this, trade-offs between sites of de-
velopment and sites of conservation
become possible.

Monetisation. This is the proc-
ess whereby something is conceived
of in monetary terms, and thus be-
haves as a commodity that can be ex-
changed for a monetary payment. The
use of metrics for turning aspects of
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The financialisation of nature can displace
cultural knowledge, practices and values which may
be more benign for biodiversity.

A

ocal eco-

non-human nature into numerical
scores helps generate monetary fig-
ures for use in cost-benefit analyses
and cognate economic models. As
noted by economists, these can pro-
duce monetised values that, whilst
useful, may be ad hoc, unreliable, and
even deceptive.

The state as market facilitator.
Legal markets require state participa-
tion in numerous ways. In environ-
mental markets for conservation, the
state provides regulatory frameworks
to generate demand, creates terms at-
tractive to investors and entrepreneurs
through tax breaks and subsidies, and
can underwrite loans bound with na-
ture assets to make these investable
by the private sector. These processes
enable measures of nature health and
harm to become marketised, capital-
ised and financialised in various
ways:

Trading nature. Payments for
Ecosystem Services (PES) are consid-
ered to compensate for economic op-
portunity costs in contexts where en-



vironmental uses are altered so as to
conserve the integrity of particular
ecosystem functions. PES might take
the form of relatively simple direct
payments for transformed behaviour
so that ecosystem service managers
maintain a defined environmental
good. Examples include water users
paying upstream farmers not to en-
gage in practices that might damage
water quality downstream, or pay-
ments to tropical forest dwellers for
the maintenance of carbon stored in
trees constructed as an ‘offset’ for in-
dustrial carbon dioxide emissions.
Many existing national ecosystem
services markets are maintained
through substantial government sub-
sidies. New legislative structures also
make it possible for developers to off-
set new environmental harms, through
purchasing conservation activity on
formally owned land areas elsewhere,
and thereby trading environmental
harm for environmental health. Exam-
ples include species and wetland miti-
gation banking in the USA, habitat
banking in the UK, and various
biodiversity offset schemes globally,
all of which trade fungible units of
species, habitats and biodiversity.
Nature markets. The conversion
of nature aspects into numerical
scores associated with monetary pay-
ments enables markets in conserva-
tion indicators. To create and service
these markets, as well as to facilitate
“price discovery’ through linking buy-
ers and sellers, voluntary market ex-
changes for conservation measures
currently are being established by
nature brokers and environmental-fi-
nancial entrepreneurs. Examples in-
clude the US ‘Earth Exchange’ of
Mission Markets, and the UK’s En-
vironment Bank Ltd, through which
conservation credits can be traded as
commodities. The prospect of finan-
cial gain from these markets is attract-
ing large entrepreneurial investors.
Bonding nature. Once elements
of nature have been conceived as
monetised units, they can also be
leveraged as a new class of capital
asset. As such, they may become the
collateral for capital-releasing loans
bonded with the designated monetary
value of the underlying nature aspect.
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New environmental bond structures
are suggested for the ‘frontloading’ of
predicted future incomes from con-
served ecosystems, which would act
as collateral for loans by private in-
vestors and multilateral donors. This
would connect investor finance now
with infrastructural developments
considered in time to enhance envi-
ronmental sustainability and to gen-
erate financial returns. ‘REDD+
bonds’, for example, would permit the
mobilisation of predicted future pay-
ments for expected emission reduc-
tions provided by standing forests
under the United Nations” REDD+
mechanism (Reducing Emissions
from Deforestation and Forest Deg-
radation in Developing Countries) to
act as collateral for loans to finance
upfront investments in REDD+ and
other environmental infrastructure.
The World Wide Fund for Nature
(WWEF), the Global Canopy Pro-
gramme, the Climate Bonds Initiative,
Goldman Sachs and the private bank-
ers Lombard Odier similarly propose
that through ‘forest bonds’ guaranteed
by the national governments of for-
est-rich countries, the ‘natural capi-
tal’ of tropical forests could be ‘ma-
terialised’ to leverage finance for de-
velopment from global capital mar-
kets. It is unclear who would own
collateralised (i.e., pledged) ‘natural
capital’ in the case of possible pay-
ment defaults.

Nature derivatives. As observed
for the recently created market in trad-
able carbon units, the big money
tends not to be in the credits them-
selves, but in poorly regulated volun-
tary and bespoke over-the-counter
(OTC) trades in financialised products
derived from these credits. As units
of conserved or restored nature are
leveraged as ‘natural capital’ in envi-
ronmental markets, bonds and mort-
gages, these might be similarly
‘securitised’ into derived money-bear-
ing products. This could transform the
risk of species extinction and
biodiversity decline, for example, into
speculative opportunities. It is unclear
what implications this would have for
the “underlying’, which in this case
could be credits for species
populations, biodiversity and habitats.
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These are significant inroads into
the financialisation of biodiversity
conservation, which may contribute
to a scaling-up of financial resourcing
for the sustenance of biodiversity. But
these innovations also generate con-
cern:

Conservation markets such as
habitat banking require development-
related ecological harm for their ex-
istence, so as to maintain the sorts of
prices that might fund the conserva-
tion considered to offset develop-
ment-related environmental harm.
This generates a perverse situation in
which ecological harm ensures mar-
ket values for conservation, such that
degradation is needed in order to sus-
tain market demand for this conser-
vation mechanism.

The raising of economic rents for
land areas through the enhanced mon-
etary values commanded by credit-
bearing indicators of nature health
may act to displace people from land
areas as governments and investors
seek to ‘grab’ these new values. Such
enhancement of inequity is both un-
ethical and may amplify the drivers
of biodiversity degradation by dilut-
ing the possibility of collective action
in support of conservation policies.
The legal and customary rights of in-
digenous peoples and local commu-
nities will also be impacted.

Finally, conversion of complex
landscapes into numerical and
monetised metrics instrumentalises
peoples and non-human natures so
that these conform to a homogenis-
ing system in which money is the
mediator of all value. This can dis-
place local eco-cultural knowledge,
practices and values which may be
more benign for biodiversity, thereby
reducing options for transferring
maximum socio-ecological diversity
to our descendants. L 2

Sian Sullivan is a Senior Lecturer in Environment
and Development at the Department of Geography,
Environment and Development Studies, Birkbeck
College, University of London. The above is the
executive summary of her paper ‘Financialisation,
Biodiversity Conservation and Equity: Some
Currents and Concerns’, which was published by
the Third World Network in its Environment &
Development Series (No. 16, 2012). The full paper
is available on the TWN website at twn.my/title/end/
pdflend]6.pdf.
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Tourism: For next generations?
Rethinking the future we want

Headlining tourism as a ‘sustainable sector’ reflects poorly on the ‘green economy’
concept embedded in the Rio+20 outcome document, says Alison M Johnston.

Our crisis of conscience

THE United Nations Conference on
Sustainable Development — also
known as Rio+20 or the Earth Sum-
mit — has crystallised the priority is-
sues needing our care. Neither the
concept of sustainability incubated
and endorsed in Rio 20 years ago, or
this year’s recycled idea of a ‘green
economy’, has safe consensus. On 30
March, the UN High Commissioner
for Human Rights issued a plea for
integrity within the process.!

The Earth Summit evokes a de-
gree of awe, but also comes at a time
of fatigue in global crisis manage-
ment. We must be mindful that this
does not suppress our judgment. The
once-a-decade summit is meant to
harness the wisdom of past dialogues
on environmental stewardship — in
particular, how to resolve or mitigate
the core questions of social justice (for
example, poverty, equity and human
rights). This being the third summit,
there is some presumption that the
visions offered are well distilled.
Tourism, singled out as a ‘green
economy’, must be okay.

Tourism: Tangled truths

Who could object to eager tour-
ists with pockets full of cash? That is
a question that sums up the pivotal UN
Earth Summit of 2012. A seemingly
harmless question, but potentially le-
thal to fragile places and vulnerable
peoples worldwide which are re-
garded as exotic attractions or re-
sources for industry growth. Still, it
is embedded in Rio+20 action plans
as if consenting is a given.

This casual assumption that tour-
ism belongs in our crisis-response
toolbox reveals just how unhinged the
Rio decision-making process has be-

» &

‘Most tourism is a pronounced form of consumerism.’

come. We are expected to endorse an
industry whose infrastructure and
practices are a primary cause of glo-
bal warming, environmental degrada-
tion and culture loss globally. Let us
not be so quick to minimise the is-
sues.

The two paragraphs on tourism
in the Rio+20 outcome document,
‘The Future We Want’, should be a
red flag to us all. Titled ‘Sustainable
Tourism’, this section emphasises
tourism as a pathway for meeting and
balancing multilateral sustainable de-
velopment goals, as if the industry
was already vetted and pre-approved
—and exemplary in its evolution. The
text highlights several tourism
potentials (alleged benefits, far from
corroborated as an industry norm at
the grassroots level), suggesting an
aggregate of success stories world-
wide. It implies not only that tour-
ism will be allowed to grow unabat-
edly, but also that tourism investments
should be fast-tracked. Global stand-
ards are sidestepped, as if tourism
impacts on the biosphere are benign.

Within the 200 words on tourism,
a major macroeconomic policy issue
with many troubling dimensions (no-
tably, lax provisions for cultural
rights) and unresolved risks (fore-
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most, climate change) is packaged as
a solution. This text stands out as the
most dangerously abbreviated proc-
lamation on tourism to hit the policy
tarmac in a decade. If we endorse its
glib assertions, we will turn this
economy of vast scale into negligence
of truly international proportions.

Headlining tourism as a ‘sustain-
able’ sector reflects poorly on the
‘green economy’ concept debated in
Rio. Most tourism is a pronounced
form of consumerism, even in its
greenest attire. The tourism sector has
long been chastised for misleading
‘green’ marketing, insincere ‘green’
gestures, and shallow ‘green’ report-
ing —as well as unsubstantiated claims
of meaningful local engagement.

Let us examine some of the rea-
sons why tourism merits more dili-
gence.

Rethinking acceptable
trade-offs

Tourism is both a complex social
force and a multi-faceted industry,
characterised by contradictions. On
the surface it offers a convincing ‘con-
sumer pay’ model for conservation
and poverty alleviation, through
ecotourism and other variations billed



as ‘responsible’, ‘conscious’
or ‘ethical’. But internation-
ally the tourism industry’s
operations and growth
destabilise climate, with un-
fathomable future costs and
implications.? Meanwhile, its
profit margins (even most
‘fair trade’ scenarios) often
rely on poverty; its business
practices (including most “al-
ternative’ models) have nor-
malised human rights viola-
tions; its mere presence (of-
ten mirroring underlying racism or
other systemic discrimination) may
trigger culture loss.’?

This is the global context of tour-
ism. It is hard to reconcile this bun-
dle of serious impacts — and other
known tourism by-products in popu-
lar hubs and destinations (such as
child exploitation, food inflation, wa-
ter shortages, groundwater pollution,
ecosystem degradation, sacred sites
desecration) — with UN policy now
generously endorsing tourism. Al-
though some photogenic partnerships
balancing tourism business with other
community-level needs, interests and
rights do exist, these tend to be very
localised and carry their own inher-
ent inconsistencies (for instance, re-
liance on air travel which is a primary
source of greenhouse gases?*). The net
impacts of tourism implore ‘Cau-
tion!’.

Revisiting tourism’s ‘green’
image

On ecological grounds alone,
claims about ‘sustainable’ tourism
warrant scrutiny.

In 2002 the UN International Year
of Ecotourism took place, amid much
international protest. Several advo-
cacy groups tracking industry trends
urged the United Nations Environ-
ment Programme (UNEP) to stop pro-
moting ‘eco’ tourism.’ They warned
that too many community-based
evaluations of tourism contradict the
glossy promotional reports from gov-
ernments, conservation organisations
and industry-linked think-tanks. Their
message to UNEP was to
operationalise the precautionary prin-

areas.’

The Rio+20 outcome
document, ‘The Future We
Want’, should reinforce this
standard for the tourism sec-
tor and support its implemen-
tation. The thrust should be
specific safeguards for bio-
logical and cultural diversity,
not vague permissiveness for
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Tourists on safari in Kenya’s Maasai Mara national reserve.
On ecological grounds alone, claims about ‘sustainable’
tourism warrant scrutiny.

ciple of the UN Convention on Bio-
logical Diversity (CBD).

Many studies echo this message.
In March 2004, New Scientist journal
examined commercial wildlife view-
ing, publicising the stress and linger-
ing trauma to animals — evident in al-
tered migration routes, disrupted feed-
ing patterns and reduced fertility. Af-
terward, The International Ecotourism
Society (USA) admitted: ‘These find-
ings undermine the premise that
ecotourism is an ecologically sustain-
able activity.”® Despite such revela-
tions, UNEP and the CBD Secretariat
still promote tourism as a preferred
means of financing biodiversity con-
servation.

We must distinguish between
very small-scale and isolated ‘success
stories’ — such as volunteer pro-
grammes offered to paying travellers
by the Cheetah Conservation Fund
(Namibia) or Orangutan Foundation
International (Borneo) to finance en-
dangered species interventions, in-
volving and supported by local peo-
ples — and the widespread systemic
failures represented by bulging
Galapagos nature tours, over-sub-
scribed Everest treks and Maasai
Mara safari traffic jams. Worldwide,
industrial ‘eco’ tourism is far off
course and often without moral com-
pass.

The clearest baseline for tourism
remains the Berlin Declaration on
Sustainable Tourism (1997), signed
by UNEP, the CBD Secretariat and
Global Environment Facility as well
as several countries. This declaration
states: ‘Tourism should be restricted,
and where necessary prevented, in
ecologically and culturally sensitive
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industry.

Threats to cultural
sustainability

The question of how suitable
tourism is as a ‘green’ economy is best
understood in relation to indigenous
peoples. Globally, most ecosystems
targeted for ‘eco’ tourism in its vari-
ous forms and reincarnations are not
simply wilderness, national parks or
new frontiers, but longstanding cul-
tural landscapes which are the ances-
tral lands of indigenous peoples.

This close correlation between
cultural diversity and biological diver-
sity is well documented and a core
premise of the CBD.” Since the first
UN Earth Summit in 1992, govern-
ments have meticulously mapped the
location of world resources. Compi-
lations produced by World Wildlife
Fund International and Terralingua
(www.terralingua.org) show that ap-
proximately 90% of ‘what’s left’ glo-
bally lies in indigenous territories.®
Consequently, indigenous peoples are
under pressure to either make way for
industry, relinquish traditional liveli-
hoods for generic jobs, or participate
firsthand in commercialising lands
kept intact as spiritual trusts over mil-
lennia.

Among indigenous peoples, tour-
ism is not necessarily compatible with
customary systems for conservation,
or with cultural revitalisation. It may
stimulate community economic de-
velopment and reinvigorate custom-
ary livelihoods over the short term,
by creating markets for culturally
grounded services, products, exhibits
and cross-cultural education. How-
ever, it frequently leads to or deepens
economic dependency and cultural
assimilation — because most funding
agreements, business relationships



and management frameworks are ne-
gotiated or imposed under the duress
of colonial poverty. The outcomes can
be devastating to culture, including
the erosion of language, customary
practices and cultural knowledge sys-
tems central to inter-generational gov-
ernance (and part of the indivisible
heritage of indigenous peoples’).

Internationally, there are some
models of tourism based on indig-
enous peoples’ right to self-determi-
nation. Wildland Adventures (USA)
stands out for the integrity of its part-
nership with the Maasai people in
Kenya, fostering respectful inter-cul-
tural visits. Maiwa (Canada) has de-
veloped cultural tours in collaboration
with tribal peoples across India,
showecasing their textile expertise and
opening new markets for retail sales.
That said, the Cofan people (Ecuador)
remain both the glowing success story
and cautionary tale. After crafting
their own home-grown tourism
economy that could co-exist with and
support Cofan culture, they lost this
financial pillar of government practi-
cally overnight due to economic
globalisation: namely, changing po-
litical directives and economic poli-
cies from afar.'

Countering the few success sto-
ries, there are countless examples of
business interests and conservation
groups commandeering markets for
‘eco’ tourism and cultural tourism
from the resident indigenous
people(s), with help from discrimina-
tory regulatory systems, as well as
from discriminatory industry and gov-
ernance structures. Indigenous peo-
ples often find themselves:

* treated as either an accessory to
tourism or the featured product of
pseudo ‘cultural’ tourism (bringing
‘value-added’ profits for industry but
serious psychological impacts and
institutionalised poverty locally)

* relocated forcibly from ‘parks’,
excluded from meaningful roles in
‘protected areas’ management, tar-
geted for biopiracy, and/or deprived
of access to the lands and resources
necessary for cultural health and for
existing as a people

* unable to continue practices in-
tegral to their culture and society (es-

COVER

pecially in relation to customary law)
when sacred sites are annexed as star
attractions.

Meanwhile, many indigenous
peoples are on the frontlines of cli-
mate change, losing their traditional
means of subsistence or becoming
climate refugees.!! Others are being
displaced and/or marginalised by the
carbon offset schemes and biofuel
plantations associated with suppos-
edly ‘sustainable’ tourism.

Tourism dynamics at iconic
‘world heritage’ sites such as Machu
Picchu (Peru) and the Angkor temples
(Cambodia) illustrate the magnitude
of industry problems, plus the extent
of inaccurate reporting and social ex-
clusion caused by existing develop-
ment models.

These trends do not inspire con-
fidence in the loose ‘sustainable’ tour-
ism prescriptions of Rio+20. We must
ensure that cultural rights, and human
rights generally, are central to stand-
ard setting for tourism. The free and
prior informed consent of involved or
affected indigenous peoples is a vital
prerequisite for ‘sustainable tour-
ism’."?

Foundations for visionary
policy

It would be an indefensible
breach of common sense and science
to include tourism as a UN sustain-
able development goal (SDG).

The tourism industry already has
had a long season of misusing ‘green’
concepts for marketing, to drive and
justify harmful patterns of growth.
Starting in the 1970s scholars warned
of the serious consequences.> Now
an entire generation of expert dialogue
has passed, without adequate regula-
tory breakthroughs.

The Rio+20 debates on tourism
give us an opportunity to address se-
rious oversights. According to the
Center for Tourism Research & De-
velopment in India, most popular
ecotourism sites lose their unique fea-
tures within 15 years.'* Mass tourism
associated with cultural ‘world herit-
age’ centres, meanwhile, generally
aggravates grassroots poverty and
accelerates culture loss locally (fur-
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ther threatening biodiversity).!> With
biocultural diversity so endangered,
we are called to take notice and to put
real safeguards in place, without fa-
vouritism toward industry.

It is alarming that the very seri-
ous bundle of conservation and social
justice issues entwined with tourism
has been crammed into two short
paragraphs at Rio+20, lacking bal-
anced analysis and appropriate safe-
guards. The process must be corrected
without delay, by using available
tools.

In the Rio+20 outcome docu-
ment, ‘The Future We Want’, basic
safeguards with respect to tourism
should include:

» Commitment to deep systemic
and structural changes in the tourism
industry, in accordance with the Rio
Principles established in 1992

* Balanced analysis, inclusive of
inter-generational considerations
(e.g., climate change), key cultural
rights issues and full ecological ac-
counting

* Baselines meeting or exceeding
minimum rights (both individual and
collective) summarised in the UN
Declaration on the Rights of Indig-
enous Peoples'®

» Strengthened process for
standard setting, honouring the com-
plete framework of human rights es-
tablished in international law

* Interim measures congruent
with the precautionary principle, to
prevent harm and avoid foreclosing
options for future generations

* Criteria, indicators and early
warning systems fully
operationalising the precautionary
principle, to truly safeguard cultural
and biological diversity

» Specific and detailed protec-
tions for cultural sustainability,!”
mainstreamed into all decision mak-
ing

* Clear parameters for sustain-
able production, sustainable con-
sumption and sustainable use based
on the best available wisdom, includ-
ing voices of youth

* Emphasis on child rights, in-
cluding the specific cultural rights of
indigenous children, as a window for
meeting our inter-generational re-



sponsibility

* Strategies for clarifying what
constitutes ‘sustainable’ tourism pre-
viously recommended to the UN by
indigenous peoples and international
non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) through parallel processes'®

* Active linkages to guidance
forthcoming from the UN Expert
Mechanism on the Rights of Indig-
enous Peoples, the Civil Society Re-
flection Group and The Elders coun-
cil

* Reporting to the Expert Group
of the UN Permanent Forum on In-
digenous Issues and UN Independent
Expert on Cultural Rights.

Above all, there must be commit-
ment to establishing an open, equita-
ble and transparent process within the
UN to harmonise tourism standards
with all applicable international law.

Conclusion: Our call to
discipline

Tourism must be responsibly ad-
dressed as a theme of Rio+20. This
means avoiding a discussion so con-
strained that the process itself endan-
gers future generations. We must com-
mit to:

¢ addressing tourism not as one
sector, but as a set of high-impact ac-
tivities that are highly cross-sectoral
and therefore warrant our urgent at-
tention

* learning from case studies that
are genuine community-based evalu-
ations, which are guided by both sci-
ence and sacred knowledge (includ-
ing customary law)

* ensuring that the dialogue proc-
ess itself is not negligent or rights-in-
fringing

* delivering the deepest expres-
sion of cultural rights and inter-
generational care.

Letus recall the World Scientists’
Warning to Humanity (1992) of Nobel
Laureates and the UN Cry of the Earth
Conference (1993) calling for our
uncompromising care. The conver-
gence of science and ‘traditional
knowledge’ is highly significant. We
have one decade at most to produce
visionary and concrete action balanc-
ing our mutual rights and responsi-
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bilities — or unbearable costs will ac-
crue to children globally. Negligence
is not an option. L 2

Alison Johnston is Director of the International
Support Centre for Sustainable Tourism.
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1 Pillay, Navanethem. Letter from
UN High Commissioner for
Human Rights to Ambassadors to
the UN, 30 March 2012.
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World Meteorological
Organisation, and Climate Change
Task Force.

3 See www.twnside.org.sg/tour.htm;
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10 When the USA intensified efforts
against the sacred coca plant, the
tourism income of Cofan families
dropped to $50/year.

11 Examples include the Inuit and
Sami peoples of the Arctic, the
Kuna of Panama, and the
indigenous peoples of Tuvalu.

12 The rights to self-determination
and free and prior informed
consent are central principles of the
UN Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples (2007).

13 Pleumarom, Anita. The Politics of

THIRD WORLD RESURGENCE No 262

Tourism, Poverty Reduction and
Sustainable Development. TWN
Environment & Development
Series, Third World Network,
Penang, Malaysia, 2012.
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in TV Singh and Shalini Singh
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15 Pleumarom (2012), ibid. See also:
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for Sale? Tourism & Indigenous
Peoples. Earthscan, London,
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16 At the UN Permanent Forum on
Indigenous Issues (2008), S James
Anaya, UN Special Rapporteur,
emphasised that the UN
Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples represents ‘the
minimum content of indigenous
peoples’ rights, building as it does
upon a well-established body of
international human rights law’.

17 For a definition see: Johnston,
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Diversity - Bringing Aboriginal
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Child Welfare Policy & Practise.
Vancouver Aboriginal Child &
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34.
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Human Rights Council, World
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Rio, corporate power and the
threat to democracy

Rio+20 was, among other things, a demonstration of corporate power, says Julio
Godoy. But the threat posed by corporate lobbyists extends well beyond the UN.

OVER a month has passed since the
United Nations Rio+20 summit on
sustainable development concluded in
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, but the world
still appears to be unaware of one of
the most important statements made
during the conference that drew some
50,000 delegates from all over the
world.

Louise Kantrow, permanent rep-
resentative of the International Cham-
ber of Commerce, received thunder-
ous applause when she told her audi-
ence on 19 June that ‘businesses are
taking the lead’ in global negotiations
on climate change and sustainable
development.

For many observers, Kantrow’s
blunt words highlighted just how
strong a grip private multinational
companies have upon supposedly
democratic processes.

In a report aptly titled ‘Reclaim
the UN from corporate capture’, the
environmental organisation Friends of
the Earth (FoE) complained that
‘[t]here are ... real concerns about the
increasing influence of major corpo-
rations and business lobby groups
within the UN.’

The report went on to detail the
extraordinary level of businesses’ in-
fluence over the positions of national
governments in multilateral negotia-
tions.

‘Business representatives domi-
nate certain UN discussion spaces and
some UN bodies; business groups are
given a privileged advisory role; UN
officials move back and forth [from]
the private sector; and — last but not
least — UN agencies are increasingly
financially dependent on the private
sector.’

One blatant example of this ‘cor-
porate capture’ of the UN is the
Anglo-Dutch oil giant Shell, which,
thanks to senior executive representa-

.CLC Megotiation and Business
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A presentation session held on 19 June — which was designated ‘Business Day’ — on
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the sidelines of the Rio+20 summit. An NGO report has detailed the extraordinary
level of businesses’ influence over the positions of national governments in

multilateral negotiations.

tives in several corporate lobbying
groups, was omnipresent during the
Rio+20 negotiations.

Shell sent delegates to the discus-
sions and roundtables of the
abovementioned International Cham-
ber of Commerce, the International
Petroleum Industry Environmental
Conservation Association, the UN
Global Compact, the World Business
Council for Sustainable Develop-
ment, and the International Emissions
Trading Association.

Yet, according to Paul de Clerck,
campaign coordinator at FoE, ‘More
than one year has passed since the UN
presented its report on Shell’s pollu-
tion of Ogoniland [in Nigeria]. But we
are still waiting for a comprehensive
plan from Shell to clean up its mess.’

The first step recommended by
the UN was the establishment of a $1
billion emergency fund to clean up the
region. ‘So far, Shell has committed

THIRD WORLD RESURGENCE No 262

to nothing, despite its participation in
all kind[s] of environmental and sus-
tainable development debates,” de
Clerck told Inter Press Service (IPS).

‘It is not acceptable that compa-
nies like Shell should be in the driv-
ing seat of processes for sustainable
development,” Nnimmo Bassey, of
FoE International, told IPS. ‘That is
arecipe for disaster for our planet and
peoples. Corporate polluters should
not [be drafting] laws, they should
face the laws.’

But the UN is not the only inter-
national institution threatened by the
influence of multinational businesses.

Tightly woven groups of profes-
sional go-betweens and loyal support-
ers of multinationals who have passed
through the revolving doors that link
governments and private corporations
are now facing growing scrutiny from
civil society activists.

In Europe, the head of the Euro-

Corporate Europe Observatory



The President of the European Central
Bank Mario Draghi (pic) is facing a formal
inquiry by the European Union
ombudsman because of his membership
in an international banking lobby group.

pean Central Bank (ECB), Mario
Draghi, is facing a formal in-
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regulated’.

CEO was the first group to com-
plain about Draghi’s membership in
the Group of 30, whose members in-
clude heavy-hitters in the interna-
tional banking sector like William C
Dudley, former managing director at
Goldman Sachs and former president
of the Federal Reserve Bank of New
York.

European activists and analysts
have been growing more anxious
about the influence of private invest-
ment banks on public financial poli-
cies, especially as the European sov-

tries of finance and other state agen-
cies in Europe are extraordinary and
worrisome. In a recent debate in Ber-
lin, sociologist Wolfgang Streeck, di-
rector of the prestigious Max Planck
Institute for the Study of Societies, de-
nounced what he called ‘the diarchy
in financial capitalism’.

Streeck said that European demo-
cratic states are presently suffering
under the dictatorship of the
deregulated financial markets, con-
trolled by corporations like Goldman
Sachs, while at the same time, most
of their institutions are led by former

executives of those very

quiry by the European Union
(EU) ombudsman because of
his membership in a well-
known international banking
lobby group.

On 24 July, the ombuds-
man’s office announced that
it was launching the investi-
gation following allegations
that Draghi’s membership in
the so-called Group of 30 ‘is
incompatible with the inde-
pendence, reputation and in-
tegrity of the ECB’.

The EU has been the
subject of multiple com-
plaints, because, according to
civil society groups, many of
its agencies allow a revolv-
ing door to admit and dis-
patch senior executives who
bring corporate agendas to
democratic fora.

One of the leading crit-
ics of this policy, the Corporate Eu-
rope Observatory (CEO), a multina-
tional and public policy watchdog
group, claims that many ‘senior Eu-
ropean decision-makers leave office
and go straight into lobby jobs, or [al-
ternately] lobbyists join the EU insti-
tutions’.

In such cases, Olivier Hoedeman
of CEO told IPS, ‘the risk of signifi-
cant conflicts of interest is great, un-
dermining democratic, public-interest
decision-making.’

According to Hoedeman, CEO ‘is
working with the Alliance for Lobby-
ing Transparency and Ethics Regula-
tion to challenge the revolving door
and to demand that it is effectively

5
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An oI spill at a facility owned by petroleum giant Shell in
Ogoniland, Nigeria. Shell has still not provided a
comprehensive plan to clean up the polluted region.

ereign debt crisis continues to spiral
out of control.

As CEO put it, ‘Given the euro
crisis, the huge bailout operations of
big banks, and the ongoing debate on
how to regulate banks in the light of
the financial crisis, it should be obvi-
ous that safeguards are needed to en-
sure that the President of the Euro-
pean Central Bank remains independ-
ent.’

CEO argues that Draghi’s partici-
pation ‘in a closed, club-like structure
with representatives from big interna-
tional private banks could damage the
integrity and reputation of the ECB’.

Indeed, Goldman Sachs’ links to
numerous present officials at minis-
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same corporations.

A salient example of
Streeck’s thesis is the cur-
rent, non-elected Italian head
of government Mario Monti,
who was the international ad-
viser to Goldman Sachs from
2005 until 2011. In Goldman
Sachs’ own words, Monti’s
mission was to provide ad-
vice ‘on European business
and major public policy ini-
tiatives worldwide’.

Given that Goldman
Sachs and similar investment
banks are pivotal in manag-
ing the sovereign debt of nu-
merous European countries,
it seems almost absurd that
they are simultaneously pre-
paring speculation schemes
against the solvency of those
very same states.

Following the an-
nouncement that the EU om-
budsman had launched an official in-
vestigation into Draghi’s professional
past, CEO has urged him to step down
as president of the ECB.

In a letter addressed to Draghi,
the group wrote, ‘Any president of the
ECB has to make it absolutely clear
that he or she is not under the influ-
ence of the financial lobby at any time.
In particular at this dramatic point in
the history of the EU, with the euro
crisis and an ailing banking sector —
recipient of trillions of euros in aid —
it is completely unacceptable if doubt
can be cast on the independence of
the Bank’s president from the finan-
cial lobby.” — IPS 2
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No strategy for civilisation in crisis

The Rio+20 summit ended without a glimmer of a strategy for humanity on how it
can overcome the global ecological crisis. Civil society critics who advocate a new
paradigm of production and consumption as the answer to the crisis have yet to
clearly delineate this alternative or set out the strategy for realising it.

THE Second United Nations Confer-
ence on Human Settlements (Habitat
1) in Istanbul in 1996 was one of the
international meetings most open to
civil society participation.

Its conclusions, published as a
voluminous Plan of Action, collected
thousands of proposals and recom-
mendations from participants.

But Jaime Lerner, the urban plan-
ner who decades ago was responsible
for innovative management in the
southern Brazilian city of Curitiba,
said the document ‘lacked strategies’
to bring its aims into reality.

The United Nations Conference
on Sustainable Development, or
Rio+20, ended on 22 June without a
glimmer of a strategy for humanity to
exit the trap it has fallen into.

Proposals from non-governmen-
tal organisations (NGOs), meeting in
a parallel forum, were excluded from
the official outcome document. In-
deed, how could a conference of na-
tional governments, 99% of them
from countries with capitalist econo-
mies, swallow the anti-capitalist ideas
of the civil society forum?

The final declaration of the Peo-
ple’s Summit says, ‘We assume the
urgent challenge of putting a brake on
the new phase of capitalism’s re-com-
position,” in which only ‘the people,
organised and mobilised, can free the
world from the control of the corpo-
rations and of financial capital.’

The main contribution of Rio+20
may be to provide a shock of realism
to stimulate reflection and the reali-
sation of previously unrecognised
facts, such as the pretentiousness of
calling the official outcome document
‘The Future We Want’, or convening
a ‘People’s Summit’ as the parallel
event in Guanabara Bay, suggesting
a hierarchy which the same ‘people’
reject when they meet in the World
Social Forum.

Mario Osava

The search for new ways forward
has already begun. A movement
launched on 23 June in Rio de Janeiro,
named ‘Rio+20+one day’ or ‘Day
After’, is aiming for ‘a new social
contract for the 21st century’, based
on the ideas of Jean Jacques
Rousseau, the humanist philosopher
whose tricentennial falls this year.

The initiative of Carlos Lopes,
executive director of the United Na-
tions Institute for Training and Re-
search (UNITAR), ‘Day After’ was
launched in the presence of prominent
personalities like Rajendra Pachauri,
chair of the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC), and
economist Ignacy Sachs, who coined
the term ‘eco-development’.

The main contribution of
Rio+20 may be to provide
a shock of realism to
stimulate reflection.

There is a definite consensus on
the need for a new paradigm of pro-
duction and consumption. However,
the new pattern remains undefined,
and so do the means of attaining it,
both questions that lead to inevitable
disagreements. No one, not even the
anti-capitalists at the People’s Sum-
mit, is advocating a social revolution.

The impasse reached at Rio+20
puts a check on the idea of relying on
autonomous action. Many people call
for the present world leadership to
exercise ‘statesmanlike boldness and
courage’ to solve ‘the crisis of civili-
sation’, which combines environmen-
tal, economic, social and ethical cri-
ses. But do we want to see the return
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of enlightened despots?

The impeachment and dismissal
of Paraguayan President Fernando
Lugo during the Rio+20 conference
showed that presidents, too, have their
limits. They must respond to the real
interests of national society and to the
correlation of forces behind the po-
litical and economic elites, not to
opinion polls in which a majority of
respondents say they have environ-
mental concerns.

The decision of US President
Barack Obama not to attend Rio+20
was attributed to the risks he faces in
the forthcoming November elections.
To take on environmental commit-
ments would likely threaten his re-
election.

The divergence between short-
term and long-term political dynam-
ics on environmental issues might
pose another hindrance to taking defi-
nite action on the challenges. But pro-
longing mandates is out of the ques-
tion, and recent examples show the
increasing intolerance of perpetuation
in power.

A new institutionality seems es-
sential to confront the challenges to
humanity, such as climate change,
loss of biodiversity, scarcity of drink-
ing water, ocean acidification and
desertification.

The Rio+20 conference weak-
ened multilateralism, in favour of the
preference in the Americas for na-
tional initiatives and against binding
global agreements, former Brazilian
environment minister Marina Silva
concluded.

The United Nations was trapped
by corporate interests, according to
many other activists. Therefore, the
creation of a new environmental
agency in the UN orbit, modelled on
the World Health Organisation
(WHO) or the World Trade Organi-
sation (WTO), which was the main



proposal for an environmental gov-
ernance structure, does not appear
very promising.

No significant progress was made
on the issue of financing sustainable
development either. Emerging nations
proposed creating a $30 billion fund,
but this was vetoed, principally by the
United States.

Yet at the meeting of the Group
of 20 rich and emerging countries
(G20) held almost simultaneously in
Mexico, a contribution of $456 bil-
lion was agreed for the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), of which $75
billion were pledged by the emerging
BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, In-
dia, China and South Africa), send-
ing a clear signal that the priority is
to ‘save the banks’, activists com-
plained.

Given the complexity of global
problems, idle repetition of the need
for new consumption patterns is a
waste of time. There are measures
well known to be effective, like the
elimination of subsidies for fossil fu-
els, which totalled $409 billion last
year, according to the International
Energy Agency (IEA).

Forecasts indicate that these sub-
sidies will rise to $660 billion in 2020.
Why has this incentive to destroy life
not even been reduced, as was
achieved in regard to tobacco?

Another action that would have
significant results for the environ-
ment, society and health is the distri-
bution of efficient wood-burning cook
stoves, which have already been de-
veloped. Even better would be to use
alternative fuels instead of wood,
which is used for energy by three bil-
lion people worldwide.

People’s organisations, such as
NGOs, trade unions and social move-
ments, all with their own specific
goals, lack a common strategy to con-
vert effective socio-environmental
experiences into public policies, and
to influence the national and global
decisions that are key to the future of
humanity.

Exploring pathways to political
effectiveness — not including politi-
cal parties, which have been gener-
ally ruled out because of their fail-
ures — is an exercise that deserves
greater efforts on the part of activists.
—IPS L 2
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Doreen Stabinsky and Lim Li Ching

THE phenomenon of climate change
poses a serious threat to agricultural
production and, therefore, to the lives
and livelihoods of the hundreds of
millions who are dependent on
agriculture. Adaptation to the increased
variability in weather patterns requires
the adoption of ecological farming
practices which are climate-resilient as
well as productive.

This paper looks at how ecological
agriculture, by building healthy soils,
cultivating biological diversity and
improving water harvesting and
management, can strengthen farmers’
capacity to adapt to climate change.
Accordingly, the authors call for a
reorientation of policy, funding and
research priorities from the dominant
industrial agriculture model to
ecological agriculture. At the same time,
recourse to carbon markets to finance
adaptation efforts through trade in soil
carbon credits is rejected as an
unsustainable, wrong-headed approach
to meeting the climate challenge.

Instead, facing the vagaries of
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WORLD AFFAIRS

Military intervention in Syria
would be disastrous for its people

Syrians opposed to intervention are ignored by a de facto alliance against the ‘Shia
crescent’ between the US, Saudi Arabia, Israel and al-Qaida.

Sami Ramadani

US general Wesley Clark, the former
supreme commander of allied forces
in Europe, once revealed that within
weeks of the 9/11 terrorist atrocity the
then secretary of defence Donald
Rumsfeld described how ‘we’re go-
ing to take out seven countries in five
years, starting with Iraq, and then
Syria, Lebanon, Libya, Somalia, Su-
dan and, finishing off, Iran’. After in-
vading Afghanistan of course.

The 2003 occupation of Iraq,
however, did not go according to plan,
and Israel was defeated in Lebanon
in 2006. The downfall of US-Saudi
allies Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali of Tu-
nisia and Hosni Mubarak of Egypt
raised more alarms, leading to the
Nato bombing of Libya. Today’s tar-
get is Syria, which is at the heart of
what Jordan’s King Abdullah called
the ‘Shia crescent’: Lebanon, Syria,
Iraq and Iran.

Reconsideration of priorities

It is opposition by the ‘crescent’
to hegemony by the US and Israel,
rather than religion or human rights,
that worries Washington and its dic-
tatorial allies in the region. For it
wasn’t very long ago that the Saudi
rulers bankrolled the so-called
‘Alawite-Shia’ regime of former Syr-
ian president Hafez al-Assad and had
good relations with ‘Shia’ Iran under
the shah’s dictatorship. Today it still
backs Iraq’s former pro-US Shia
prime minister Ayad Allawi against
Nouri al-Maliki, the current Shia
prime minister. And the US Congress
has been pampering the Iranian
Mujahideen e-Khalq, a ‘Shia’ organi-
sation classified by the US itself as a
terrorist group.

It is now obvious that
a strategic reconsideration
of US-Saudi-Israeli re-
gional priorities followed
big US losses in Iraq and
rising American popular
opposition to US wars. In
his 2007 New Yorker es-
say, the journalist
Seymour Hersh related
that senior US officials
changed strategy not only
in Iraq, but also in Leba-
non and Syria: ‘In Leba-
non, the administration has
co-operated with Saudi
Arabia’s government, which is Sunni
[Wahhabi], in clandestine operations
that are intended to weaken
Hezbollah, the Shia organisation that
is backed by Iran. The US has also
taken part in clandestine operations
aimed at Iran and its ally Syria. A by-
product of these activities has been the
bolstering of Sunni extremist groups
that espouse a militant vision of Is-
lam and are hostile to America and
sympathetic to al-Qaida.’

But it was deemed that Syria and
Iran were ‘more dangerous’ than al-
Qaida supporters. Congressional pro-
cedures were circumvented ‘by leav-
ing the execution or the funding to the
Saudis’.

Iran has also officially pointed the
finger at an Israeli ‘terrorist training
base’ in Iraqi Kurdistan, which is a
major route for intervention in Syria.

US and Nato tolerance of al-
Qaida former terrorists was evident
in Libya. And with al-Qaida officially
declaring war on the Syrian regime,
the de facto US-Saudi-al-Qaida-Is-
raeli marriage of convenience against
the anti-US ‘crescent’ is quite star-
tling. It is an alliance not too dissimi-
lar to the one that waged war on the
communist ‘infidels’ in Afghanistan
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The Pentagon is ‘fine-tuning’ US military options
against Syria and the CIA is organising the rebel Free
Syrian Army (FSA). Picture shows FSA members in
the city of Aleppo.

in the 1980s.

Many Iraqis also believed that the
US-led occupation forces followed
the same strategy by turning a blind
eye to al-Qaida-type sectarian terror-
ism in Iraq, because it weakened pa-
triotic resistance to occupation and
encouraged divisive sectarian con-
flict.

As the threat to their rule from
the uprisings moved ever closer, en-
gulfing neighbouring Yemen and Bah-
rain, headquarters of the US 5th fleet,
the Saudi and Qatari rulers put their
intense rivalry to one side and moved
to violently crush the Bahraini peo-
ple’s uprising, and to undermine the
democratic protest movements in
Yemen and the entire region. Backed
by the CIA and Turkey, their favoured
means were throwing petro-dollars at
selected opposition factions and
militarising the conflicts. Meanwhile,
the Pentagon is ‘fine-tuning” US mili-
tary options against Syria and the CIA
is organising the Free Syrian Army
(FSA) and backing the Syrian Na-
tional Council (SNC).

But what goes unreported in re-
lation to Syria is that democratic op-
position organisations, at the receiv-
ing end of decades of regime repres-



sion and probably representing the
will of the majority of Syrians,
strongly opposed the militarisation of
the protests. They argued that
militarisation weakened the growing
mass movement for radical demo-
cratic change, left the door wide open
for foreign intervention, threatened
the social fabric of Syrian society and
helped Israeli forces occupying the
Syrian Golan Heights, where Israeli
tanks are an hour’s drive away from
Damascus. They also draw lessons
from the destruction of Iraq and the
hundreds of thousands of Iraqi refu-
gees who fled Iraq’s fires to Syria af-
ter the US-led invasion.

However, the media in the West
and in the Arab world, especially the
influential al-Jazeera TV, owned by
the Qatari ruling family, act as the
cheerleaders for the pro-intervention
factions of the SNC and the FSA,
founded in and logistically backed by
Nato member Turkey.

All this sadly reminds me of the
drums of the Iraq war and the media
circulation of made-up stories peddled
by Blair, Bush and pro-intervention
Iraqi factions, while the anti-Saddam
but anti-war Iraqis were marginalised.

There was the WMD big lie of
course. But also the lies that Iraqi sol-
diers tossed away babies from their
incubators, and that Saddam used peo-
ple-shredding machines. Murdoch’s
Sun newspaper editor boasted: ‘Pub-
lic opinion swung behind Tony Blair
as voters learned how Saddam fed dis-
sidents feet first into industrial shred-
ders.’

Those who want Nato to ‘hu-
manely’ intervene say that Syria is not
Iraq. They are right; Syria will be
much worse. They need to tell us what
will happen to Syria’s 25 minority eth-
nic and religious groups, including the
10% Christians and 10% Alawites, if
some of the Saudi-Qatari-backed
bloodcurdling clerics come to power.
Or to millions of Syrian women, who
have immeasurably more rights than
in absolutist Saudi Arabia. Or to the
Iraqi refugees still in Syria. 2

Sami Ramadani is a senior lecturer in sociology at
London Metropolitan University and was a political
refugee from Saddam’s regime. This article is
reproduced from the website of the Guardian
(www.guardian.co.uk).
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Reaffirming the Environment-Development Nexus
of UNCED 1992

Martin Khor

The 1992 United Nations Conference on
Environment and Development (UNCED) ended with
mixed feelings of euphoria, deep disappointment,
concern about the future, and stirrings of hope.

Many of the Agenda 21 actions were not new but
it was significant to collate together a comprehensive
range of environment and development issues, put
action programmes to them, and attach cost estimates
for their implementation. Government leaders
morally committed themselves to implement the
agreed measures. In addition a finely balanced set of
environmental obligations and development rights
was achieved in the Rio Declaration on Environment
and Development.

Implementation was estimated at US$600 billion
for the South alone, of which the external aid
component was US$I125 billion. The South regained
a high-profile place on the international agenda for
development assistance and technology transfer.
However, as the Earth Summit ended, there were
doubts that the promises would be fulfilled. Today it
is undeniable that the North has failed to deliver on
the means of implementation: finance and technology.

Nevertheless UNCED saw the first global
discourse on the environment-development nexus in
the context of North-South relations.

In the current debate on “a green economy in the
context of sustainable development and poverty
eradication”, one of the two themes of the 2012 UN
Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20),
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there are concerns that lack of clarity
and common understanding of the
term “green economy” risks the
substitution of the framework of
sustainable development adopted at
UNCED and a marginalisation of the
social and economic dimensions.
This booklet provides an account of
the evolution of the UNCED
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the necessity of the integration of the
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development.
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Legacies of the US invasion of

Panama

Although more than two decades have passed since the 1989 US invasion of
Panama, its legacy lives on in profound ways that continue to shape this Latin
American state’s domestic and foreign policy.

Julio Yao

ON 20 December 1989, former presi-
dent George HW Bush ordered the
invasion of Panama. The US 82nd
Airborne division pummelled Panama
City from the air, as US soldiers from
the 193rd Brigade clashed in the
streets with troops from the Panama-
nian Defence Forces (PDF) and the
Dignity Battalions, a militia of work-
ers and campesinos (peasants). Thou-
sands of civilians were caught in the
crossfire as the heavily populated El
Chorrillo neighbourhood was set
ablaze. By the time General Manuel
Noriega surrendered on 3 January
1990, 23 US soldiers and 314 PDF
troops had been officially killed in the
fighting." Civilian casualties were es-
timated in the thousands. According
to an independent investigation by
former US attorney general Ramsey
Clark, as many as 7,000 people may
have been killed.>? Mass graves were
uncovered after US troops had with-
drawn, and over 15,000 civilians were
displaced.

Despite the civilian body count,
no Panamanian government since has
authorised a commission to investi-
gate the killings that took place dur-
ing the foreign military aggression.
No administration has attempted to
demand reparations from the United
States, nor filed a lawsuit against the
United States before the International
Court of Justice at The Hague.

Over 22 years later, the US
‘Christmas invasion’ of Panama is
being lost to memory, yet its legacy
lives on in profound ways that con-
tinue to shape both domestic and for-
eign policy in Panama.

On the day of the invasion,
shortly after US troops began to

The 1989 US invasion of Panama (pic) paved the ayfr new forms of f
domination, and the Panamanian people continue to suffer its legacy.

move, Guillermo Endara was sworn
in as Panamanian president, along
with his vice presidents, Guillermo
Ford and Ricardo Arias Calderon, at
Fort Clayton, a US military base in
the Panama Canal Zone. In a telling
sign of their political allegiance, few
Panamanian citizens were present at
the swearing-in, and Panama’s new
leaders remained at the base for 36
hours.?

Dismantling the PDF

Following the invasion, and in
obedience to the invading forces, the
new Endara government dismantled
the PDF on 10 February 1990, replac-
ing it with the unarmed National Po-
lice. The new government also dis-
solved the PDF’s intelligence bodies
and its personnel and eliminated the
military character of the police force,
allowing the Bush administration to
appropriate the PDF’s weapons, ve-
hicles, and equipment. Panama’s abil-
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ity to defend itself was further pro-
hibited when Panama’s Legislative
Assembly approved a constitutional
amendment in 1994 that barred the
creation of a standing military force.
The importance of these deci-
sions can only be understood by tak-
ing into account the pre-invasion
functions and responsibilities of the
PDF — a police force composed of
16,000 troops, including 4,000
lightly-armed soldiers that lacked air,
naval, and artillery capabilities. The
PDF had a professional intelligence
service, in addition to the National
Department of Investigations (DENI).
The intelligence service was charged
with protecting national security and
sovereignty, as well as other strategic
and geopolitical tasks, including
counterintelligence and spying.
Among other things, the PDF was
responsible for ensuring that the
United States adhered to treaties be-
tween the two countries, and contain-
ing US influence generated by the
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(FARC), the
19th of April
Movement (M-
19), and the Na-
tional Libera-
tion Army
(ELN) in Co-
lombia, the
Sandinista Na-
tional Libera-
tion Front
(FSLN) in
Nicaragua, the
Farabundo
Marti National
Liberation
Front (FMLN)
in El Salvador,
the Polisario
Front in Mo-
rocco, and
movements in-
side other na-

seizures behind Ecuador and Colombia.

presence of 14 US military bases in
Panama. It was tasked with monitor-
ing and protecting national territory
against interventions and aggressions,
and regulating the movement of US
troops. Finally, it supervised the state
transfer of US-controlled Canal Zone
areas to Panama, a process that be-
gan on 1 October 1979, as a result of
the September 1977 treaties between
US president Jimmy Carter and Pana-
manian leader Omar Torrijos, which
set the timeline for the United States
to return full sovereignty over the
Panama Canal to Panama by 31 De-
cember 1999.

Apart from ensuring the United
States’ full respect for Panama’s na-
tional sovereignty, the PDF carried
out other strategic and geopolitical
responsibilities, both nationally and
internationally, which brought the
defence force into contact with intel-
ligence agencies in Cuba, Israel, the
Soviet Union, Taiwan, and the United
States. The PDF also maintained con-
tact with national-liberation and insur-
gent movements, such as the Revolu-
tionary Armed Forces of Colombia

Undercover officers unload bags of seized drugs at a police
station in Panama City. Drug trafficking in Panama has been on
the rise — in 2009 the country ranked the third highest in drug

tions including
Libya.
Despite
pressure from
the US South-
ern Command —
which was based in Panama through
1997 and charged with military op-
erations across the region — the PDF
supported the 1983 decision to expel
the School of the Americas from
Panama. The PDF was responsible for
fighting drug cartels, which were pro-
hibited from bringing drugs into the
country. In fact, before the invasion,
drug addiction, drug trafficking, and
gangs did not constitute a national
problem in Panama as they do today.
Moreover, the homicide rate averaged
2.1 murders per 100,000 people in the
1970s and early 1980s. By the 1990s,
however, that number jumped to
nearly 11 murders per 100,000 peo-
ple and in 2011 was 20 murders per
100,000 people.* Drug trafficking has
also been on the rise. In 2009, Panama
ranked the third highest in drug sei-
zures behind Ecuador and Colombia,
with over 58 tons of cocaine seized
by police. That’s up from almost six
tons in 1994 and 13 tons in 1998.°
Four different administrations
have been in power in Panama since
the US invasion, and yet Panama still
has no intelligence organisation.
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There is only a Security
Council,which carries out illegal ac-
tivities, including wiretapping, re-
cording private conversations, mak-
ing intimidating threats to protect the
interests of foreign corporations, rais-
ing false charges against alleged en-
emies, and spying on the lives of pri-
vate citizens.

Partial sovereignty

US interventions, military and
otherwise, have been legalised by
treaties that fail to meet constitutional
requirements and international norms
and principles, such as the Salas-
Becker Agreement in 2002, which au-
thorises free entry into national terri-
tory by land, water, and air; the Arias
Cerjack-Watt Accord in 2003, which
grants impunity to US war criminals;
and the Escalona-Bolton Amendment
in 2004, which allows the United
States, along with two dozen other
countries, to board Panamanian flag-
ships on the open seas.

Currently, Panama has only par-
tial sovereignty. The 1977 Neutrality
Treaty, signed between Panama and
the United States, prohibits any for-
eign military presence on Panamanian
territory. Yet the treaty is not enforced
because post-invasion governments
have, without any formal agreement,
allowed the United States to be re-
sponsible for the Canal’s defence.
Such is the case with the annual
Panamax war-game manoeuvres that
the US Southern Command coordi-
nates with surrounding countries. In
2010, the manoeuvres were focused
on a mock campesino-indigenous re-
volt (which ironically is almost pre-
cisely what is taking place with the
Ngobe-Buglé protests against mining
and hydro projects on their indigenous
reservation in western Panama). In
2011, 17 nations, including Canada,
Ecuador, El Salvador, Mexico, and
Peru, participated in the military ex-
ercises in Panama.¢

As uncovered by WikiLeaks,
Panama has established more than a
dozen air and naval bases with US fi-
nancing and material support. In turn,
however, the United States uses these
bases to fight drug trafficking and the
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Panamanian and us force taklng part in the Panamax war games in 2011 The annual Panamax
exercise is coordinated by the US Southern Command with surrounding countries.

Colombian insurgency, further violat-
ing the Neutrality Treaty. Further-
more, there is increasing militarisation
of Panama’s police forces, including
the National Border Service
(SENAFRONT) and segments of the
National Police, through arming po-
lice with heavy weapons like rocket
launchers and training officers in in-
terrogation, torture, and
counterterrorism techniques at the
School of the Americas. These meas-
ures violate Panama’s constitution,
which forbids the formation of a
standing military.

Unlike in the past, a ceasefire
policy no longer exists along Pana-
ma’s southern border with Colombia’s
FARC guerrillas. In the past this re-
spect ensured decades of peaceful co-
existence between Panamanians and
Colombians. However, encouraged
by the United States, on 7 September
2010, Panamanian president Ricardo
Martinelli declared war on the FARC.
Panama has also raised police spend-
ing from $490 million in 2011 to an
estimated $548 million this year, and
has increasingly enrolled National
Police personnel in the new School
of the Americas, known as the West-
ern Hemisphere Institute for Security
Cooperation (WHINSEC), in Fort

Benning, Georgia, and in other mili-
tary-training centres.

Crime and corruption

As a result of the PDF’s disap-
pearance and that of some of its na-
tional and international functions,
drug consumption and trafficking in
Panama is out of control. Gangs de-
pendent on drug trafficking and inter-
national organised crime have prolif-
erated. According to the government,
about 238 gangs are operating in
Panama, with more than 5,000 mem-
bers.” Gang activity has drastically in-
creased the level of crime throughout
the country, with 200 killed in 2009
alone as a result of gang violence.® Tt
is well known that all of the political
parties that participated in the last
election were financed by interna-
tional organised crime.

Corruption existed during the
governments of Torrijos (1972-81)
and Noriega (1983-89), but it was lim-
ited. Now corruption has reached cri-
sis proportions — even at the interna-
tional level. This is largely a result of
the Ricardo Martinelli government’s
elimination of all state controls and
investigative mechanisms to prevent
corruption. Since taking office in
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2009, Martinelli has
also limited the inde-
pendence of state or-
ganisms and weak-
ened the National
Comptroller’s Office
and the National En-
vironmental Author-
ity, among other state
offices, as part of a
broader initiative to
concentrate power in
the executive, while
dismantling Panama’s
democratic institu-
tions.’

Martinelli’s ad-
ministration now con-
trols every branch of
Panama’s government
— executive, legisla-
tive, and judicial. In
order to fix the
upcoming 2014 presi-
dential election, the
only thing left to control is the Elec-
toral Court, which Martinelli also ap-
pears to be working to bring under his
control.

Foreign policy

Panama’s tendency to submit to
US policy has resulted in a foreign
policy devoid of independence. For
example, Panama is one of the few
countries in the world that have not
established diplomatic relations with
the People’s Republic of China,
though it maintains relations with Tai-
wan in accordance with ‘chequebook
diplomacy’. The US government has
prohibited Panama’s gestures toward
diplomatic relations with Beijing.

Guided by this protectorate con-
cept and right-wing policy,
Martinelli’s administration has of-
fered its unconditional support to Is-
rael and withdrawn all backing for
Palestine. It has distanced Panama
from the Central American process of
regional integration, withdrawn from
the Central American Parliament
(PARLACEN), and increased ties
with France and Italy’s conservative
former prime minister Silvio
Berlusconi, who was blackmailed by
Italian arms company Finmeccanica



into brokering a corrupt bi-
lateral security agreement
with Panama in which
Panama was overcharged
for military hardware, in-
cluding helicopters, radar,
and mapping systems.'® It
signed a free trade agree-
ment with the United States
and Canada, and has given
natural resources to foreign
corporations, especially
mining companies, includ-
ing  Vancouver-based
Bellhaven Copper and
Gold, Ontario’s Aur Re-
sources, Toronto’s Inmet
Mining, and New York’s
Dominium Minerals Corpo-
ration."" All of these actions
are fully aligned with the foreign
policy and national security interests
of the United States.

This was, after all, the ultimate
goal of the 1989 US invasion. At a
meeting on 10 December 1985, four
years before Bush ordered Operation
Just Cause, then US national security
adviser John Poindexter met with
Noriega with several US demands: (1)
Panama should allow the training of
Nicaraguan Contras in the Canal
Zone; (2) PDF troops should invade
Nicaragua to justify US aggression
toward Nicaragua’s Sandinista gov-
ernment; (3) Panama should help dis-
mantle the Contadora Group, a re-
gional initiative to resolve the military
conflicts that were destabilising Cen-
tral America; and (4) Panama should
consent to continued US military pres-
ence in Panama.

Noriega rejected the demands and
Poindexter warned him that he ‘had
better think of the consequences’.!?
The rest is history. In retaliation, the
United States refused to recognise the
Noriega government and suspended
its Canal treaties and the Combined
Board, a US-Panama military arrange-
ment for the defence of the Canal."
The United States launched diplo-
matic, economic, commercial, and
monetary blockades, and suspended
payments of all foreign aid, including
its annual payments for the Canal. The
economic blockade prohibited money
transfers from US individuals and
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companies to the Panamanian govern-
ment, which faced increasing escala-
tion of US military presence and ag-
gression in Panama. Finally, after
years of Panama’s resistance to sanc-
tions, punishments, and aggressions,
the Bush administration launched the
1989 invasion.

The move destroyed Panamanian
sovereignty and the PDF, dismantled
security structures, reformed the po-
litical system, and returned power to
the old oligarchy. This paved the way
for new forms of foreign domination,
and the Panamanian people continue
to suffer its legacy. L 2

Julio Yao is President of the Peace and Justice
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foreign policy adviser to Foreign Minister Juan
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HUMAN RIGHTS

The shredding of our fundamental
rights and the common good

As we approach the 800th anniversary of the Magna Carta and the Charter of the
Forest of 1215, it is becoming increasingly clear that these human rights
documents are assuming a greater significance for the Third World than ever
before. Though English in their origin, the jettisoning of the rights enshrined in them
should be a matter of concern for all.

Noam Chomsky

RECENT events trace a threatening
trajectory, sufficiently so that it may
be worthwhile to look ahead a few
generations to the millennium anni-
versary of one of the great events in
the establishment of civil and human
rights: the issuance of the Magna
Carta, the charter of English liberties
imposed on King John in 1215.

What we do right now, or fail to
do, will determine what kind of world
will greet that anniversary. It is not
an attractive prospect — not least be-
cause the Great Charter is being
shredded before our eyes.

The first scholarly edition of the
Magna Carta was published in 1759
by the English jurist William
Blackstone, whose work was a source
for US constitutional law. It was enti-
tled ‘The Great Charter and the Char-
ter of the Forest’, following earlier
practice. Both charters are highly sig-
nificant today.

The first, the Charter of Liberties,
is widely recognised to be the corner-
stone of the fundamental rights of the
English-speaking peoples — or as
Winston Churchill put it more expan-
sively, ‘the charter of every self-re-
specting man at any time in any land’.

In 1679 the Charter was enriched
by the Habeas Corpus Act, formally
titled ‘an Act for the better securing
the liberty of the subject, and for pre-
vention of imprisonment beyond the
seas’. The modern harsher version is
called ‘rendition’ — imprisonment for
the purpose of torture.

Along with much of English law,
the Act was incorporated into the US
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An illustration of England’s King John
signing the Magna Carta in 1215. The
‘Great Charter’, seen as the cornerstone
of the fundamental rights of the English-
speaking peoples, is now ‘being
shredded before our eyes’.

Constitution, which affirms that ‘the
writ of habeas corpus shall not be sus-
pended’ except in case of rebellion or
invasion. In 1961, the US Supreme
Court held that the rights guaranteed
by this Act were ‘[c]onsidered by the
Founders as the highest safeguard of
liberty’.

More specifically, the Constitu-
tion provides that no ‘person [shall]
be deprived of life, liberty or prop-
erty, without due process of law [and]
a speedy and public trial” by peers.

The Department of Justice has
recently explained that these guaran-
tees are satisfied by internal delibera-
tions in the executive branch, as Jo
Becker and Scott Shane reported in
the New York Times on 29 May.
Barack Obama, the constitutional
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lawyer in the White House, agreed.
King John would have nodded with
satisfaction.

The underlying principle of ‘pre-
sumption of innocence’ has also been
given an original interpretation. In the
calculus of the president’s ‘kill list’
of terrorists, ‘all military-age males
in a strike zone’ are in effect counted
as combatants “unless there is explicit
intelligence posthumously proving
them innocent’, Becker and Shane
summarised. Thus post-assassination
determination of innocence now suf-
fices to maintain the sacred principle.

This is the merest sample of the
dismantling of ‘the charter of every
self-respecting man’.

The companion Charter of the
Forest is perhaps even more pertinent
today. It demanded protection of the
commons from external power. The
commons were the source of suste-
nance for the general population —
their fuel, their food, their construc-
tion materials. The Forest was no wil-
derness. It was carefully nurtured,
maintained in common, its riches
available to all, and preserved for fu-
ture generations.

By the 17th century, the Charter
of the Forest had fallen victim to the
commodity economy and capitalist
practice and morality. No longer pro-
tected for cooperative care and use,
the commons were restricted to what
could not be privatised — a category
that continues to shrink before our
eyes.

Recently the World Bank ruled
that the mining multinational Pacific
Rim can proceed with its case against
El Salvador for trying to preserve
lands and communities from highly



destructive gold mining. Environ-
mental protection would deprive
the company of future profits, a
crime under the rules of the inves-
tor rights regime mislabelled as
‘free trade’.

This is only one example of
struggles under way over much of
the world, some with extreme vio-
lence, as in resource-rich eastern
Congo, where millions have been
killed in recent years to ensure an
ample supply of minerals for
cellphones and other uses, and of
course ample profits.

The dismantling of the Char-
ter of the Forest brought with it a
radical revision of how the com-
mons are conceived, captured by
Garrett Hardin’s influential thesis
in 1968 that ‘Freedom in a com-
mons brings ruin to us all’, the fa-
mous ‘tragedy of the commons’:
What is not privately owned will
be destroyed by individual avarice.

The doctrine is not without
challenge. Elinor Olstrom won the
Nobel Memorial Prize in Eco-
nomic Sciences in 2009 for her
work showing the superiority of
user-managed commons.

But the doctrine has force if we
accept its unstated premise: that hu-
mans are blindly driven by what
American workers, at the dawn of the
industrial revolution, called ‘the New
Spirit of the Age, Gain Wealth forget-
ting all but Self” — a doctrine they bit-
terly condemned as demeaning and

The World B
multinational Pacific Rim can proceed with its
case against El Salvador for trying to protect
lands and communities from highly destructive
gold mining. Picture shows a demonstration
against the company’s mining operations - the
sign reads ‘Pacific Rim out’.

HUMAN RIGHTS

destructive, an assault on the very
nature of free people.

Huge efforts have been devoted
since to inculcating the New Spirit of
the Age. Major industries are dedi-
cated to what political economist
Thorstein Veblen called ‘fabricating
wants’ — directing people to ‘the su-
perficial things’ of life, like ‘fashion-

)
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The World People’s Conference on Climate

Cange organised by Bolivia in 2010 (pic)

called for a Universal Declaration on the Rights of Mother Earth.
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able consumption’, in the words of
Columbia University marketing
professor Paul Nystrom.

That way people can be atom-
ised, seeking personal gain alone
and diverted from dangerous ef-
forts to think for themselves, act
in concert and challenge authority.

It’s unnecessary to dwell on
the extreme dangers posed by one
central element of the destruction
of the commons: the reliance on
fossil fuels, which courts global
disaster. Details may be debated,
but there is little serious doubt that
the problems are all too real and
that the longer we delay in address-
ing them, the more awful will be
the legacy left to generations to
come. The recent Rio+20 confer-
ence is the latest effort. Its aspira-
tions were meagre, its outcome de-
risory.

In the lead in confronting the
crisis, throughout the world, are in-
digenous communities. The
strongest stand has been taken by
the one country they govern, Bo-
livia, the poorest country in South
America and for centuries a vic-
tim of Western destruction of its rich
resources.

After the ignominious collapse of
the Copenhagen global climate
change summit in 2009, Bolivia or-
ganised a People’s Summit with
35,000 participants from 140 coun-
tries. The summit called for very sharp
reduction in emissions, and a Univer-
sal Declaration on the Rights of
Mother Earth. That is a key demand
of indigenous communities all over
the world.

The demand is ridiculed by so-
phisticated Westerners, but unless we
can acquire some of the sensibility of
the indigenous communities, they are
likely to have the last laugh — a laugh
of grim despair. 2

Noam Chomsky's most recent book is Occupy.
Chomsky is emeritus professor of linguistics and
philosophy at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology in Cambridge, Mass. The above, which
is reproduced from the AlterNet website
(alternet.org), is adapted from an address given on
19 June at the University of St. Andrews in Fife,
Scotland, as part of its 600th anniversary
celebration. The full text of the address is available
on TomDispatch.com.



The battle over women’s rights in

Tunisia

The revolution to overthrow Tunisia’s hated dictator Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali may be
over, but for the country’s women, their battle is just beginning.

THE newly written constitutional
clause protecting women’s rights in
the Tunisian constitution has angered
feminists and opposition politicians
with wording that calls women the
‘associate’ of man.

The article —article 27 of the con-
stitution — states that women’s rights
should be protected ‘under the prin-
ciple of complementarity at the heart
of the family and as man’s associate
in the development of the country’,
according to versions of the text,
translated from Arabic to French,
which have circulated on the Internet
and in Tunisian media.

It was approved by a vote of 12
to 8 by the Commission of Rights and
Liberties, with nine of those voting
for the clause coming from Tunisia’s
ruling Islamist party, Ennahdha.

‘A step backwards’

The article was quickly and pub-
licly condemned by Salma Mabrouk,
a member of the centre-left Ettakatol
party who voted against the version
of the clause passed by the commit-
tee. In a statement on her official
Facebook page that quickly spread
throughout the activist and feminist
communities, she stated, ‘The major-
ity version completely annuls the con-
cept of equality of the sexes.’

She went on to criticise the word-
ing of the clause for contradicting
other, previously approved clauses
which also treat citizens’ and families’
rights.

Another committee member who
voted against the clause, Hasna Mrsit
of the centrist Wafa party, lamented
the fact that the description seemed
to marginalise the rights of single
mothers, who would not seem to en-
joy the ‘complementarity at the heart
of the family’” mentioned in the text.

‘ Mischa Benoit-Lavelle ‘

Feminist activists say that under a
proposed women’s rights clause in the
Tunisian constituion, ‘women are not
given rights as individuals, only in
reference to men’.

In November, Ennahdha representa-
tive Souad Abderrahim stated that sin-
gle mothers ‘do not have a right to
exist’.

‘It’s a step backwards,’ said
Mrsit.

The distressed reactions of these
politicians were echoed by human and
women’s rights activists in Tunisia.

‘I am distraught and worried,’
said Salma Hajri of the Tunisian As-
sociation of Democratic Women, a
longstanding women’s rights organi-
sation. ‘Women are not given rights
as individuals, only in reference to
men.’

While she said that her organisa-
tion had not yet taken a position on
the issue, she was confident that femi-
nists will do all they can to push
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against the article’s ratification.

‘We will bring all possible pres-
sure. We are not ready to accept this,’
said Hajri.

Amna Guellali, who is associated
with Human Rights Watch in Tuni-
sia, was concerned not just about the
apparently secondary place given to
women in the article, but also by its
failure to specifically forbid discrimi-
nation and its lack of reference to le-
gal standards, domestic or interna-
tional.

‘It’s a very weak protection. It
doesn’t achieve the protections that
our organisation would have wanted,’
said Guellali, who added that she ex-
pected Human Rights Watch to issue
a statement on the article in the com-
ing days.

However, head of the Commis-
sion of Rights and Liberties Farida
Laabidi, a member of Ennahdha, felt
that the wording of the accepted ver-
sion was misunderstood by its oppo-
nents. The ‘complementarity’ men-
tioned in the text, according to
Laabidi, was meant to stress that the
relation between man and woman was
not one of ‘competition’.

Concerning the seeming exclu-
sion of single mothers from the clause,
Laabidi stated that the commission
had simply not considered this group
in their formulation of the text.

‘We shouldn’t construe a situa-
tion which is perhaps quite rare as a
phenomenon in this country,” said
Laabidi, who went on to state that sin-
gle mothers’ rights were covered by
the article and by other rights articles
in the constitution.

The women’s rights clause is
scheduled to be brought to the floor
of the National Constituent Assembly
later in August for final approval. —
Tunisia Live (www.tunisia-live.net)®



POETRY

Poet and journalist Shamsur Rahman (1929-2006), one of the most distinguished
figures in modern Bengali literature, was regarded as the poet laureate of
Bangladesh. His famous declaration that a poet’s ‘true religion is to protest against

anti-human activities’ summed up his worldview.

The memory of you

Shamsur Rahman

A bridge collapses inside me, a house burns,
ashes blow, perhaps
the fading melody of an old song.

On the grey rutted road inside me someone calls.

Turning my eyes from the wall

through the dark I glimpse

a torn lonely bat

lying on the cold floor like a dead child.

Memory like a spider’s web in moonlight, the memory of you
a kind of elegy in my soul.

A procession of ducks in the street — a tide
of white ripples: people suddenly
make way for them amazed.
The traffic policeman hangs in mid-air, his whistle
between his lips.
The conductor waves his baton through tattered clouds,
the music transforms the street into a flower-market
and a white skull dances madly in the blue sky
with a bird.
Memory like a spider’s web in moonlight, the memory of you
a kind of elegy in my soul.

The magician from my childhood far away
turns into a monkey dressed in a billowing skirt
and smiling plays his rattle-drum.

| smoke a few cigarettes, dreaming;

suddenly | see a body

in a pond in Vietnam, muddy water:

in its head, hollow, deaf, arms and legs are flailing.

Memory like a spider’s web in moonlight, the memory of you
a kind of elegy in my soul.

Translated by Syed Shamsul Haq and Keith Bosley
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