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I.  BACKGROUND

1. In its decision 20/1 of 4 February 1999, the Governing Council of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) requested the Executive Director to produce a third Global Environment Outlook report (GEO-3).

2. GEO-3 will be issued in May 2002 and will constitute a major input from UNEP into the World Summit on Sustainable Development to be held in Johannesburg from 26 August to 4 September 2002, and its preparatory process.

3. The report examines the state and management of the environment over the 30 years since the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment was held in Stockholm, Sweden, in 1972.   This was the first conference to consider ways of sustaining human needs from an environment increasingly threatened by human activity.

4. The report also looks ahead to the next 30 years, to environmental issues and such action that will need to be taken to address them and by whom. 

II.  THE ENVIRONMENT SINCE 1972

5. The initial findings on the state of the environment and progress in effecting improvements reveal that although action for the environment has increased considerably since 1972, the present situation gives great cause for concern.  Certainly, implementation of the proposals of the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (Earth Summit), set out in Agenda 21, has been disappointing.

6. In wealthy nations in particular, pollution control, air quality improvements, increased recycling, wastewater treatment, decreasing levels of industrial effluent and hazardous wastes and growing numbers of protected areas set aside for conservation and recreation attest to some progress in improving and protecting the environment.  Measures to minimize the environmental impacts of industrial activities have, however, lagged behind the expansion of industrial capacity to meet increased demand. 

7. Although affluent societies have the resources to address their environmental problems, affluence stimulates consumption and energy use, thereby augmenting those same problems.  Increased per capita consumption, total energy use, and urban sprawl, with its associated increased vehicle use, are among the pressures implicated in anthropogenic climate change.
8. In many parts of the world, ecosystems are still losing their capacity to support human needs.  Some have suffered irreversible damage.  Human livelihoods, economic security and ecosystem sustainability are seriously threatened by large-scale mismanagement and over-exploitation of environmental resources.  Urban air pollution is a major problem especially in developing countries.  Persistent toxic substances, hazardous wastes, land-based pollution of water bodies and the marine environment and non-point pollution sources pose new challenges in some areas.  Human health and well-being, are adversely affected by pollution and a deteriorating environment.  Conflicts over rights to common resources remain unresolved.

9. Consumption and production patterns among the prosperous, and poverty, inequality and population growth in developing nations continue to put a strain on such environmental resources as forests, fisheries, coral reefs and mangroves, underlining the important linkages between environmental issues and broader social, economic and political factors.  

10. Environmental degradation is having a profound impact on human health, especially for the poor.  In developing countries the poor often lack access to basic facilities such as clean water, sanitation, energy, and waste management.  The natural assets base is dwindling in both size and quality, with the result that ecosystems and thus the people dependent on them are increasingly vulnerable to the effects of environmental disasters and of environmental phenomena such as climate change.  Adequate coping capacities and strategies have yet to be developed.

11. Many of the environmental changes that will occur in the future have already been determined by past and current actions.  Meeting the emissions targets for greenhouse gases set in the Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, will not have a profound effect on the concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere and even with their stabilization in the long-term, global warming will continue for several decades.  Land degradation, natural resource use, biodiversity loss, freshwater scarcity, and impacts from a changing climate stand out as the most difficult issues to be addressed over the next 30 years. 

12. Climate change will inevitably cause damage, especially to islands, coastal areas and arid and semi-arid ecosystems, affecting millions of poor inhabitants in these regions.  It may also contribute to a rise in the scale and intensity of natural weather hazards.  Developing countries, particularly small island States, are least able to cope with or adapt to these phenomena, raising difficult questions of equity between the North and the South in terms of the emissions that cause human-induced climate change.

III.  ISSUES HIGHLIGHTED IN THE REPORT

13. Protecting the environment and human safety is a critical challenge, and the need for action is urgent.  Drastic and unprecedented measures are required to achieve the social and environmental goals articulated since the Earth Summit.  Ways must be found to ensure their benefits are delivered in a sustainable and equitable manner for current and future generations.  Environmental and human resilience needs to be developed to cope with the environmental and climatic changes that are inevitable.  Recognition by all decision makers and sectors of society that human safety depends on the abundance and health of environmental assets, goods and services is crucial for sound decision-making.

14. The GEO-3 assessment and analysis of key environmental issues highlight some of the major environment related issues facing the world community.  These include the following.

A.  Social issues
1.  Poverty
15. The environment is the fundamental basis of human health, well-being and safety.  In the context of sustainable development, agendas linking poverty, prosperity and the environment have been the most challenging to develop and implement.  In many regions of the world poverty is endemic and people are trapped in a vicious poverty cycle.  Poverty has direct impacts on environmental quality, driving a self-perpetuating cycle of environmental deterioration caused by the over-exploitation of limited resources and pollution of local environments.  The poor are especially vulnerable to the environmental impacts of their subsistence activities and to problems such as climate change and various environmental disasters.  The result is deteriorating health, early morbidity and increased poverty.  Addressing poverty and inequality is a prerequisite to achieving sustainable development and environmental and human safety. 

2.  Affluence and the environment
16. Increased prosperity in developed countries has engendered high levels of consumption, energy use, waste and emissions, with significant impacts on the global environment.  If sustainable development and greater equality in sharing the world’s limited resources and capacities for renewal are to be achieved, producers and consumers must be sensitized to a greater degree to the environmental costs of non-sustainable material growth and encouraged to adopt less damaging lifestyles, adjusting their consumption patterns to address the life-cycle management of materials.
B.  Policy issues
1.  Policy instruments

17. Legal instruments form the basis of policy for the environment, though their full effectiveness is not always achieved due to weak implementation.  Market-based and voluntary instruments are increasingly the drivers of change for economic, environmental and social benefits.  Many market instruments are the product of government or international initiatives, while others stem from the willingness of some consumers in wealthier northern countries to pay more for environmentally and socially sustainable products and services.  There is enormous potential for such instruments to protect environmental resources and to address social development concerns in developing countries.  There is, however, a wide gap between expressed willingness to pay and general consumer purchasing patterns. 

18. Governments, industry and other partners need to work together to propose and develop legislation, establish incentives, create market mechanisms and influence market behaviour in order to shape the markets for environmental goods and services.  This would help the poor and the environment.  A judicious mix of policies tailored to each situation is needed, relying on implementation through the market where this works in favour of the environment and provides social benefits, and using other instruments where such is not the case.

2.  Costing environmental assets

19. The link between products and their resource base has become obscured, with the result that the biosphere's functions and resources have tended to be increasingly taken for granted, and its services considered as free.  Environmental goods and services have high international, national and local value and there are economic and social costs associated with their misuse.  To heighten society’s awareness of these issues, greater prominence must be given to the value of resources and the services they provide, for example, by adopting international standards for costing and accounting for assets, such as clean air and water.  Replicating situations and processes in which environmental protection has contributed to economic development would reinforce the message. 

3.  Evaluating environmental policy 

20. Understanding what makes some policies and actions successful, or otherwise, has increased with experience.  Definitive information on the impact and effectiveness of different policies is, however, scarce and difficult to obtain, with the result that it is impossible to formulate a true assessment of the environmental, social and economic consequences of the policies that have been implemented to date.  A clearer understanding of the dynamics of decision-making processes is needed, for future policy development, together with the development of the means to assess long-term policy risks and pay-offs, and evaluate on a comparative basis existing policy instruments and approaches, including cost-benefit analyses and the diffusion of "best policy" practices. Policy cycles, operating through environmental assessment, target-setting, policy formulation, implementation, monitoring, review, evaluation and adjustment need to be adopted.  The development of appropriate indicators, methodologies and mechanisms for monitoring policy implementation and impacts also needs to be given priority.

4.  Integration of issues and sectors
21. Progress has been made in understanding the numerous and complex linkages between issues and sectors and between natural and human-induced threats.  It is recognized that vulnerability for many nations stems from the effects of a combination of these issues.  Yet the development of integrated management policies and tools is still lagging.  Policies for the environment are frequently sectoral, fragmented and lacking in coherence and are developed in parallel with rather than as part of other policies.  Cross-cutting issues cannot, however, be adequately addressed by sectoral solutions.  Policies must integrate the socio-economic aspects with environmental approaches and move from environmental protection to the broader concept of resource management.  Cross-sectoral linkages need to be incorporated into all systems measuring environmental and sustainable development performance.  Integrated social, economic and environmental appraisal and policy-development tools, such as multi-objective planning and integrated economic and environmental cost-benefit analysis are also important. 

C.  Implementation

1.  Levels of action
22. Environmental policy instruments and agreements are largely the product of the last 30 years.  They require action at many different levels.  National Governments have the overall mandate and infrastructure to develop, implement and enforce policy and prioritize issues of national importance.  Increasingly, however, local and regional institutions and groups have played an increasing role.  This trend is expected to continue.  Some issues such as regional transboundary or local urban matters cannot be dealt with appropriately at other levels.  The transfer to regional bodies of certain responsibilities through subsidiary and decentralization is emerging as an effective way to ensure more timely policy development and implementation. 
2.  Stakeholder involvement and participation
23. Opportunities for civil society, including the poor majority, to participate in environmental decision-making, policy implementation, monitoring, and ensuring that societies address environmental management problems have increased, but in many parts of the world participatory systems are weak and coordination between policy makers and beneficiaries is lacking.  There is an urgent need to strengthen such systems and achieve a better understanding with environmental stakeholders.  Streamlining and harmonizing actions and institutions are prerequisites to improving the governance process. Governance needs to be demonstrably efficient, open and transparent and include clear policies on the generation and disclosure of information. Legal and regulatory measures to define land tenure and community property rights and provide institutional legitimacy to community-based resource management practices are needed.  Women need to be involved to a greater degree.  Indigenous peoples should be actively and systematically included in the process and appropriate traditional knowledge systems promoted and replicated. Children and young people's rights need to be considered in decision-making affecting their future environment and health.
24. Environmental non-governmental organizations are increasingly involved in international environmental governance, including in the implementation of activities of the Global Environment Facility (GEF), the World Bank, and regional development banks.  Industry and the private sector need encouragement and opportunities to contribute to the development and implementation of sustainable development programmes.  International environmental governance has recently came under the spotlight again, and those aspects of it requiring consideration include the need for more emphasis on regional levels of environmental policy development and strengthening regional initiatives, institutes and alliances.  In this context, existing regional bodies need strengthening.  This issue will be considered in depth elsewhere.
3.  Technology and environment

25. Innovative technologies may hold enormous potential for environmental and social gains, but may also have associated risks that need to be managed.  Over the past 30 years, technological and scientific progress has led the global development process, while the associated management policy has lagged behind.  The methodology and capacity to evaluate risk in the operation of environmental technology, especially its environmental impact, and to recognize and account for trade-offs associated with its use are urgently required but are often lacking. 

26. Technology transfer and innovation is closely linked to intellectual property rights issues.  Trade-related intellectual property rights (TRIPs) can create incentives for sustainable development instruments, such as environmentally-sound technologies, or biotechnology that has the potential to enhance agricultural productivity, achieve food security and improve nutrition.  The lack of adequate access to new technologies and the slow transfer of technology, particularly in less developed regions, is hampering progress in achieving sustainable development. At the same time, the use of biodiversity for the development of medicines and foodstuffs with little benefit to the original source of the biodiversity is on the increase.  A shift is required so that developing countries become “partners in the process of technology” rather than “partners in the product of technology”.

D.  Information, awareness and capacity
1.  Raising consciousness and capacity
27. Problems affecting the environment have not received adequate attention.  Policy makers and the general public are on the whole unaware of the costs of environmental degradation for economies and human health.  Education and awareness-raising are thus essential in the quest for sustainable development.  Enhanced investment is also urgently needed in building capacity in disciplines relevant to effective environmental management. 
2.  Environmental information

28. 
29. An increasing amount of scientific data and literature has become available on environmental issues, but data remains scant and unreliable despite this, on many issues and at many levels.  This is particularly true with regard to the long-term cumulative, complex, and cross-cutting environmental problems.  These include ecosystem health; resilience and carrying capacities; the links between trade and environment, between environmental issues in developed and developing countries, between rural-urban and greenfield‑brownfield issues, and between environmental conditions and poverty; and the impacts of environmental change on vulnerable sectors of society.  Data gaps at national level, need to be filled and mechanisms developed for sharing and harmonizing this data at all levels.  Initiatives such as UNEP.Net, Earthwatch and the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, need to be further developed to foster better links between data and information in an easily understood form for decision-making.
E.  Funding for the environment
30. Although the number of environmental bodies has increased considerably since the 1970s, many receive low funding allocations especially when we compare ministries of the environment with other ministries.  As a result, there are large gaps between available and required funding.  Despite the increased environmental challenges, a corresponding growth in human capacity or adequate funding has been lacking and this has limited the effectiveness of many environmental programmes.

IV.  THE WAY FORWARD

31. Discussion of the major issues facing the environment has given rise to suggestions for ways forward in the immediate and longer terms.  The overriding priority for all actors working for sustainable development, however, is to confront the issue of poverty, one of the most important cross-cutting issues affecting and being affected by the state of the global environment.  In this context, poverty must be seen to include inadequate access to resources, potable water, sanitation, health care, affordable and safe housing, education, and civil and political rights.  Accordingly, policies, strategies and technologies are required to ensure that basic needs are met.  To address poverty and ensure sustainable development and a healthy environment for all, the various stakeholders may wish to consider taking action along some of the lines proposed below.

A.  National and local policy makers
1.  Policy for the environment
32. Assessing the overall effectiveness of existing national environmental action plans, strategies for sustainable development, multilateral environmental agreements, legal and economic instruments, and other policies would form a better basis for Governments to develop more effective policy packages addressing priority issues and find ways to meet clearly articulated targets. Finding ways and means to implement programmes and ensure enforcement and compliance, as well as the human and financial capacity of institutions to respond to new challenges and enforce existing mandates and regimes must not be neglected or policies will be ineffective.


33. Policies could be better integrated by developing guidelines to help integrate environment fully into all national and local strategies for sustainable development.  Tool kits to assist local authorities in implementing and managing policies according to the guidelines would contribute to this process. 

34. Establishing provisions for accountability, transparency and openness would enhance participatory systems of governance at all levels and contribute to a better understanding with environmental stakeholders.  This in turn would trigger more meaningful participation. Clear policy frameworks for local governance would promote decision making and autonomous action at local level.

35. The development by national and local authorities of mitigation and adaptation strategies focused on sustainable livelihoods and environmental security through the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction secretariat and in close cooperation with international partners, would help protect the poor and disadvantaged from environmental disasters.  Existing local coping capacities should be supported and nurtured, especially in the light of long-term environmental threats.

36. Governments should form partnerships with trade organizations to develop market mechanisms that will ensure better access to markets for the countries’ products. Industry should be actively solicited to lead in developing environmentally responsible marketing incentives and initiatives.  Mechanisms and incentives to disclose information on pollution, such as Pollutant Release and Transfer Registries (PRTR) would help to ensure that environmental considerations factor in business decisions. 

37. Formulating national legislation to ensure that comprehensive impact and risk assessments are undertaken before the introduction of new technologies and that technological risks involved can be managed could avoid potential environmental disasters and some of the mistakes of the past. 

38. Developed countries should vigorously promote sustainable consumption and production, for example through establishing cleaner production centres, as well as developing and introducing policies to encourage energy and waste reduction and changes in lifestyles
39. 
40. 
41. 
42. 
43. 
44. 
45. 
46. 
47. 
48. 
2.  Information for decision-making
49. Ensuring that all educational and research institutions include environmental economics in all economics courses, would help to build a better knowledge base of the environment, and of the necessity to include value to environmental assets in economic models and accounting. The results of the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment should be used in developing a knowledge base of the value of ecosystem goods and services.

50. Developing national and regional data and information strategies, frameworks, exchange mechanisms and policies would ensure that data and information are closely linked to decision-making.  Information infrastructure in developing countries should be strengthened.  Disclosure initiatives by industry and business should be supported through right-to-know incentives.  Conventions and legislation on freedom of information, precaution and participation could provide the basis for public access to information.  Enhanced utilization of available tools such as UNEP.Net and the United Nations system-wide Information and Communication Technology Strategy should be supported.
51. Strengthening environmental education at all levels, from formal academic curricula and the wide range of professional and business courses, to media and popular awareness-raising activities and events, would help to impart environmental values to society at large with a view to stimulate a change in unsustainable lifestyles and consumer choices. Equally, Governments should stimulating public commitment to environmental education through national awareness-raising campaigns.

52. 
3.  Funding for the environment
53. Increasing allocations of budgetary funds to national environmental institutions, a prerequisite for faster progress towards sustainable development, would enable them to adequately tackle present responsibilities and emerging environmental issues.  Improved governance and institutional reform would help Governments to increase the mobilization of funds, from internal sectors such as taxation, tax relief options, industry and the private sector, eco-tourism as well as from outside sources.
54. In addition, developed countries should make greater efforts to meet or augment agreed levels of official development assistance to the developing world to help strengthen the capacity of developing countries to develop technology, policies and legislation.

B.  The international community

1.  Strengthening the environmental pillar of sustainable development
55. Developing and using guidelines for the integration of the environment within the overall development agenda and in economic development decisions would be beneficial.  Such explicit guidelines are critical at global forums and should be adopted as a matter of urgency by institutions such as the World Economic Forum, the Group of 8 and intergovernmental bodies such as the Commission on Sustainable Development.  

56. Promoting the development of methodologies and 
57. 
58. replication of appropriate mitigation and adaptation strategies would help alleviate the vulnerability of communities.  More early-warning systems should be developed to support these efforts.
59. As a yardstick of progress, UNEP and its partners could develop a simple, highly visible, regularly updated and authoritative index of sustainable development.  Equally, a globally harmonized set of data, indicators and indices could be assembled to form a human environment index or an index tracking human vulnerability.


60. Reinvigorating the implementation of sustainable development policies could be achieved under some of the new proposals that have been put forward in addition to the Global Compact, an initiative that is already underway.  These include proposals for a global environmental change panel, under the auspices of the Global Ministerial Environment Forum, to help reduce the vulnerability of people in different regions, and for a new global deal to show how environmental management can generate employment and economic rewards, aimed at ensuring the implementation of Agenda 21 commitments.  

2.  Finance

61. Promoting innovative mechanisms to reduce the poor countries debt burden, including the cancellation of debts where mutually agreed environmental criteria are met, would release additional funds for development.  Developing new financial instruments, for example, a global clean-development fund, and innovative microfinancing or microcredit mechanisms could  support environmental programmes all levels. Exploring opportunities with private foundations and philanthropic organizations might provide United funds to support global environmental programmes, that would also ensure positive impacts at the local level.

62. Within the United Nations family, a streamlining of bureaucracies, through the consolidation of redundant mandates and directives would also help free up resources for development as would a rationalization of international environmental initiatives. 

3.  International cooperation
63. Increasing information exchange between different conventions dealing with related issues would result in greater coordination and efficiency.  Integrating convention secretariats with a view to bringing relevant clusters of multilateral environmental agreement secretariats under a uniform system would help to rationalize and strengthen coordination. UNEP could provide leadership for such an initiative and strengthen coordination.
64. Managing the implementation of international agreements, handling environmental disputes and enforcing sanctions against non-compliant parties could be enhanced through the increased empowerment of international and regional institutions.  Determined efforts should be made to enhance the synergies between multilateral environmental agreements and the World Trade Organization.


65. Managing technological risk could be enhanced through the development of internationally accepted and recognized rules of conduct to guide decision makers.  These must be based on ethics, the precautionary approach, strategic environmental and impact assessments, transparency, full disclosure and adequate access to information on risks, as well as the best available scientific knowledge. 
66. The development of 
67. 
68. guidelines could help apply the principle of common but differentiated responsibility.  The strengthening of international environmental governance is widely recognized as an urgent issue and is being addressed as a separate issue. 


69. Research on the effects of different trade policies on overall sustainability could form a basis for developing policies and mechanisms to address the negative impacts of trade agreements and enhance those with positive impacts.  Providing incentives and innovative mechanisms would help establish a fairer global trading system.  On the basis of existing work, more data should be acquired and shared on the impacts of trade liberalization on the well being of the environment and society. 
70. 
C.  Civil society and other stakeholders


71. Involving non-governmental organizations fully in the sustainable development process would help them to take the lead in fostering a greater sense of ownership over and responsibility for local environments including in urban areas, by awareness raising and by promoting community and individual action to protect the environment.  Likewise, there is a major role for the media in disseminating environmental information to the public.

72. 

73. Supporting and promoting community-level action will enable communities to effect positive environmental change and respond to negative environmental impacts.  Communities should take on the responsibility of managing the resources they depend on including through the replication of successful programmes in sustainable development and ecosystem management. 


74. More efforts could be made to foster business community leadership in the development and application of market innovation.  Individual businesses should adopt a greater range of voluntary initiatives, such as adherence to standards set by the International Organization for Standardization, codes of conduct and best practices that have been developed by business organizations such as chambers of commerce, stock exchanges and farmers’ associations.  They may also be in a position to give additional support to environmental initiatives, especially in spheres relevant to trade and industry.
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