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Prologue 

 

The social affirmation of the new value, sustainability, has occurred in a much more 

consistent and rapid manner than could be anticipated during its emergence in the 1980s 

or during its acknowledgment in the early 1990s. Even though strong impacts are still rare, 

changes in attitude caused by this value have been undeniable, both in people’s 

behaviour, as citizens or consumers, and in the educational and corporate ambit.  

This recent acceleration ends up stimulating an exaggerated optimism. A strategy 

aiming to reach a “sustainable world” in 20501 has already been developed by a group 

made up of the most responsible global businesses. This plan intends to reach a turning 

point around 2020, between what would be the “years of turbulence” and the “epoch of 

transformation”. Such expectation contrasts blatantly with the document “The Future we 

want”, adopted during Rio+20, the largest event ever implemented by the United Nations 

(UN).  

The serious collision between behavioural changes in society (which even 

generates this mirage of solving sustainability in four decades) and the predominance of 

the opposite trend shown by the conduct of various governments should not be considered 

a historic anomaly. After all, this has been the rule of the civilizing process: changes in 

habits preceded and engendered the very emergence of the nation state. 

Many of the actors involved in this process hope the time estimated by the 

responsible businesses will not be inaccurate, so that sustainability can be accomplished 

within this century. However, it is more likely that it demands a kind of transformation 

which has only two precedents: the shaping of agricultural societies, from neolithic groups 

based on hunting and gathering, and the much quicker industrialisation, initiated a little 

over than two centuries ago.  

Everything indicates that a change of this magnitude is necessary in order for the 

human development to become sustainable. Even if not intended, this is what happens 

when one evokes the need for profound transformations on the patterns of production and 

consumption. This also happens when thinking about the conduction of this process, since 

there is a huge difference between the solution that will lead to sustainability and what is 

known as agricultural and industrial revolutions of the past. Since the outset, the new 

challenges are mostly global.  

                                                 
1 Please see WBCSD (2010), CEBDS (2012). 

 



 

Agriculture emerged in a few regions, the most studied one being the Fertile 

Crescent between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, where more than ten thousand years 

were needed in order to affect and alter almost of all terrestrial ecosystems. 

Industrialisation, which began in the United Kingdom during the 18th century, still has not 

transformed many agricultural societies worldwide, but was already able to cause serious 

global impacts by the end of the 20th century, leading to the new value, sustainability. 

Questions such as climate change, the erosion of biodiversity or the increase of 

dead oceanic zones due to excess of nitrogen are primarily global issues. Thus, even 

though the process is in embryonic state, it allows absolute certainty that any path for a 

sustainable world can only be effective with a large number of global actions.  

The problem is that the conduction of a process leading to sustainable 

development cannot result in the mere coexistence of new environmental initiatives and 

old procedures of development, as it has been happening since the Stockholm Conference 

(1972).  

This is the question to which this book seeks an explanation. It analytically 

describes these two parallel processes and discusses the available scientific reports about 

their results. It also aims to provide the essential tools for who wants to understand the 

broad sense of specific actions favouring sustainability. 

As a matter of fact, there is no alternative other than to face the challenge of 

change with great imagination and detachment. Hope would be unfounded, if there was no 

indication that the next generation will be much better prepared for these tasks, than their 

parents. They, certainly, will realize the need to preserve and restore the vital systems that 

constitute the necessary biogeophysical condition for development. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1. 

Global Governance of Development 

 

 

 

The expression “global governance” began to gain legitimacy among social 

scientists and decision-makers at the end of the 1980s, as an effort to designate 

institution-generating activities (“rules of the game”) which could guarantee that a world 

made up of nation-states would be able to govern itself without the need of a central 

government. These are activities to which many civil society leaders also contribute, 

alongside, of course, governments and international organizations. 2 

Accordingly, a global governance of development was initiated with the Treaty of 

Versailles, in 1919-1920, which attempted to reunite all nations under the League of 

Nations (LN), later revealing it to be the precursor of the United Nations Organization (UN). 

As a result of liberal propositions made by American President Woodrow Wilson (1856-

1924), the agreement attached to five treaties signed during 1919-1920, was the first 

multilateral document which explicitly referred to the need for co-operation with such 

purpose. It also highlighted differences between “stages of development”, of places such 

as territories of the Ottoman Empire and the former German colonies in Africa.  The text 

solemnly stated that well-being and development of all these people amounted to a 

“sacred trust of civilization”. 3 

However, the installation of the League in Geneva, in 1920, revealed the 

helplessness that this organization would demonstrate during the apparent stillness 

between the two World Wars, which in reality were “twenty years of crisis”.4 With refusal of 

ratification of the treaties by the U.S. Senate, three of the major powers were not involved 

in this mobilization, as Germany and the Soviet Union (committed to rebuilding the Third 

Communist International) did also not participate.  

Thereby, it would be exaggerated to date 1919-1920 as the beginning of global 

governance of development, saying it is almost one hundred years old, although some 

practical experiences with the purpose of multilateral co-operation have indeed arisen in 

                                                 
2 About this topic, see Rosenau and Czempiel (2000), Finkelstein (1995), Commission on global governance 
(1996), and Gonçalves (2011). 
3 League of Nations (LA), in English, or Society of Nations, in French.  The five treaties (Versailles, Saint 
Germain, Trianon, Neuilly, and Sévres) settled issues like disarmament and security, delimitation of borders in 
Europe, as well as economical and financial issues. The covenant attached to the treaties – “The Covenant of 
the League of Nations” – is available on http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/leagcov.asp  
4 Title of Edward H. Carr’s classic The Twenty Years Crisis (originally published in 1939). 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/leagcov.asp


this context. 5  In political-ideological terms, as well as in practical situations, global 

governance of development actually only began twenty-five years later with the 

reorganization and recovery after the defeat of Nazism and Fascism.  

One of the UN’s main missions is to favour conditions of “social and economic 

progress and development”, referred to in article 55 of the United Nations Charter, adopted 

by its 51 founding members at the end of the long San Francisco conference, on June 26, 

1945.  

This Mission began to take shape on December 4, 1948, with two significant 

resolutions of the General Assembly (198-III and 200-III). These two resolutions 

established a task division between the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) and the 

Secretary-General, and emphasized the need for the also newly created World Bank to 

overcome difficulties ensuring loans to underdeveloped countries, euphemistically treated 

as “less developed”.  

Two months later, on January 20,1949, the inaugural address made by American 

President Harry S. Truman (1884-1972), included promotion of development  as its fourth 

topic. The first two reaffirmed the support to the UN and to the European reconstruction 

through the Marshall Plan, launched two years earlier. The third topic in Truman’s speech 

was the announcement of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) creation, 

established on April 4, 1949. The text regarding development became the famous “Fourth 

Point”, which stimulated the beginning of a true “Era of Development”, according to one of 

its best historians.6 

Nonetheless, the fact is that four years earlier, a bundle of institutional 

arrangements most decisive for the “glorious” thirty years of the so-called “Golden Age” 

had already appeared. This term was coined to describe the first and only long period of 

economic growth aligned with human development, even if profoundly unequal.   

 

Multilateralism 

The historical conciliation which made this enormous feat possible took place 

during the first three weeks of July 1944 when 730 delegates of the 44 Allied Nations filled 

the hotels of Bretton Woods, a small rural skiing area in the mountainous north-eastern 

                                                 
5 Despite the fact that multilateralism and plurilateralism can be understood as synonyms, at least since 

the establishment of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995, multilateralism is used for global intended 

initiatives and plurilateralism for initiatives that are partial in nature, such as regional agreements.  

 
6 Cf. Rist (1997, p. 71).  



American state of New Hampshire. The event came up with trade and financial rules    in 

accordance to the productive capacity, effective demand and gold reserves that were 

gathered   under the enormous power that the US had become. 

It is difficult to affirm that such agreements would have been sufficient in ensuring a 

period of continuous high global socioeconomic performance, such as the 23 years that 

separated the beginning of the Korean War and the end of the Vietnam War. Basically, 

one cannot isolate them from the influence of the Marshall Plan in Europe. Nor can those 

years be isolated from the general rearmament against the Soviet Union, beginning in April 

1950, when President Truman inaugurated the subsequent four-decade Cold War. 

Nevertheless, this specific 23 year time period surely had immense historical significance 

from an institutional development perspective. 

The strategies that managed to overcome numerous political resistances, starting 

with the United States Congress itself, resulted mainly from a previous partial conciliation 

between the British proposals, taken by John Maynard Keynes (1883-1946) and defended 

by Harry Dexter White (1892-1948), a high-ranking officer of the Treasury that headed the 

American delegation. The first had to give into the second in some decisions, but both 

were the architects of the leading dominance that grounded the at least twenty-five years 

of predominant U.S. influence in what is often called “the West” 7, a part of the world 

resulting from historical European expansion.  

The Bretton Woods agreement did not deny the virtues of free trade and free 

capital movement, but only assumed them to be long-term prospects, based on 

circumstances of national sovereignty. It recognized that governments needed to prioritize 

social and domestic economic pressures, while not preventing the gradual affirmation of its 

three main outcomes: the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the International Bank of Reconstruction and 

Development (IBRD), embryo of the Word Bank. 8 

Thus, the foundations of contemporary multilateralism emerged, enduring strong 

adaptive pressure since the Bretton Woods agreements were struck by severe blows at 

the turn of the 1970s. To be exact, the agreements expired in 1971 with the abandonment 

of a system by fixed parities between the U.S. dollar and gold, as well as between national 

                                                 
7 Due to the diverse use of the term “hegemony”, it is necessary to clarify that in this book, the term describes 
cases in which dominance is closely combined to the unquestionable capacity of leadership; situations where 
the dominated have also adhered to the political projects of the dominant.   
8 Many details about the negotiations were disclosed only in 2012, in the book The Bretton Woods Transcripts, 
published by economists Schuler and Rosenberg, from the Center for Financial Stability (CFS). See the review 
by Andrade (2013). For the importance and adequacy of the Bretton Woods’s Accords, see the fourth chapter 
of Rodrik (2011).   



currencies and the dollar. This favoured flexible or free-floating exchange rates required 

for the financial expansion which generated a crisis in the system created in 1944. The 

end of the Vietnam War and the first major oil crisis were two other important facts marking 

the six-year period  (from 1968 to 1973) as a moment of deep historical shift.  

 

Minimalist Coordination 

The next stage was distinguished by three phenomena that managed to finally 

eliminate the institutional arrangements which had regulated the “Golden Age” (1948-

1973): accelerated globalization, financial deregulation and new technologies directed 

towards virtuality (digital technology) and immateriality. This situation was marked by 

informality, with the absence of norms and adequate institutions to increase diversity 

between nations, especially with the economic and political rise of countries that, until the 

fall of the Berlin Wall, at the end of 1989, belonged to the so-called “Third World”. 

There was an increase in the ups and downs of financial markets and in the 

instability in energy markets, topped off by an acute increase in prices of commodities, 

especially food products, shortly before the global crisis. Even though this crisis had its 

beginning in 2007, it only emerged during the second semester of 2008.  

Between 1973 and 2007, the GATT became the World Trade Organization (WTO), 

the European Union expanded and became stronger, and the United Nations system, for 

better or worse, helped to prevent chaos, mainly due to a minimal operation of its Security 

Council. Simultaneously, proposals to establish a “new Bretton Woods” agreement 

emerged, even though under such circumstances a global conference could only be the 

culmination of a complex process that had not yet even started.9 

None of these facts should impede the observation that during 40 years (1968-

2008), the world went through a serious shortage when it came down to coordinated 

management of the international economic order. There were 40 years in which 

macroeconomic policies from the North were minimally coordinated, in an effort to 

increase the duration of intervals between crises.  

This was the envisaged role for the G-7, which, since its 22nd summit, started to 

invite representatives from the UN and from the Bretton Woods trio (IMF, IBRD and 

                                                 
9 The most systematic project was made by a study group designated, in 1982 by finance ministers of the 
Commonwealth. Its report was published in the following year with a title that could not be more explicit: 
Towards a new Bretton Woods: Challenges for the world financial and trading system (The Commonwealth 
Secretariat, 1983). It consisted of an agenda with eleven immediate recommendations, thirteen for the 
following years and 6 for a long-term period.  



WTO).10 Soon after, the group became the G-8, with the admission of Russia, during the 

23rd summit in Denver between June  20-22, 1997.  

Nobody expected that only a few days later, a shock known as the “Asian crisis” 

would come forth, triggered by a double announcement made about Thailand’s currency 

(bath), on July 2, 1997.  With a 15% devaluation, the Thai currency started to vary 

irregularly. Thus, depreciations quickly emerged in the Philippines, Malaysia, and 

Indonesia, and surprisingly reached South Korea, the only country that had abandoned the 

system’s perimeter.  

This financial shock soon became a broad economic crisis, showing the new 

impact potentially caused by rising semi-peripheral countries, such as the five BRICS. 11  

The surprising consequences of the Asian crises convinced G-7/G-8 leaders that 

the coordination of economic policies could not forgo a forum of dialogue that included 

“emerging” countries. 12 In this sense, at the end of the 20th century, the seeds of today’s 

G-20 emerged, initially formed only by ministers of economy and presidents of central 

banks of 19 countries13 , as well as by the European Union, and having the World Bank 

and the IMF as observers. Between 1999 and the September 2008 shock, nine annual 

reunions with such outline were made before  another even more serious crises lead 

heads of state to hold the first summit in Washington. By that time, Obama had already 

been elected, but Bush still occupied the White House. 

 

Seven Summits 

A group of heads of state equally standing for the northern and southern 

hemispheres, representing 85% of the GDP and two thirds of the world population, already 

fostered various agreements. The importance of the G-20 is perhaps only comparable to 

Bretton Woods, especially when considering the previous long period of poor global 

coordination attempted by a small group of powers from the North.  

                                                 
10 Created as G-6 in November 1975 by an initiative of French president Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, and 
integrated by Germany, the United States, France, Italy, Japan and the United Kingdom, a year before the 
accession of Canada.  
11 The BRICS could be followed by the “Next-11”, if predictions for 2050 made by investment bank Goldman 
Sachs become reality. The BRICS are: Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa. The “N-11” could be: 
Bangladesh, South Korea, Egypt, the Philippines, Indonesia, Iran, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, Turkey and 
Vietnam.  
12 Everything indicates that the series of seminars held in Washington DC between November in 2005 and 
April in 2006, under sponsorship of the Brookings Institution, was very persuasive. Analyses about the 
necessity of reforms in the IMF, the World Bank and in the United Nations led participants to increase the 
urgency to transform the G-8 into the G-20. Documents are in Bradford and Linn (2007). 
13  Eleven countries (South Africa, Saudi Arabia, Argentina, Australia, Brazil, China, South Korea, India, 
Indonesia, Mexico and Turkey) joined the G-8 (Germany, Canada, the United States of America, France, Italy, 
Japan, the United Kingdom and Russia).  



With the first G-20 summits, an important instance of governance for most major 

global issues (mainly economic and financial) started developing. Comparatively, the same 

role has been played by the UN Security Council in managing international armed 

conflicts. Both are slow and relatively powerless, but still indispensable. 14 

Whoever considers that a reasonable global governance of economic and social 

matters that condition development inevitably depends on the UN main bodies will 

certainly disagree with this evaluation. However, it is impossible not to recognize the 

importance of issues negotiated during seven meetings of the G-20 Summit, held in only 

five years. Without these meetings, decisions made by the UN could not have been 

accomplished. 15 

Agendas of these summits narrate a way of interpreting the world that tends to 

generate broad consensus, even though, in many cases, such meetings have not resulted 

in effective decisions. The topics discussed in the seven summits indicate which issues 

are prioritized by leaders seeking to exert global economic governance during a period of 

deep crisis, nearly thirty years after the abandonment of the institutional architecture which 

had strongly contributed to an exorbitant quarter century (1948-1973).  

 

Agenda pre-2015 

It is quite difficult to provide an overview of the discussion process during these 

seven summits. Its official statements usually vary between being too succinct and simply 

laconic, strongly contrasting with the endless attachments and texts made by workgroups, 

which would unlikely be attested. 16 

Even so, it is not difficult to realize that “sustainable development” (so called since 

1980) was not among priorities of the G-20, although, even without this “slogan”17 , the 

issue had been taking part in global long-term concerns since 1972. 

The very theme of "development", without an adjective, was not immediately 

included in the agenda. In response to this, the wing of emerging countries would soon 

                                                 
14 After Korea, there were more than 20 wars, and a total of at least 33 conflicts occurred.. 
15 November, 2008 in Washington (USA); April, 2009 in London, (UK); September, 2009 in Pittsburgh (USA); 
June, 2010 in Toronto (Canada); November, 2010 in Seoul (South Korea); November, 2011 in Cannes 
(France); and June, 2012 in Los Cabos (Mexico). The following meetings are scheduled for: 2013 in Russia, 
2014 in Australia and 2015 in Turkey.   
16  All documents are available on the official website: http://www.g20.org/ There is a very interesting 

interpretative essay about the first five summits, written by two researchers from the French universities 
Grenoble and Lyon: Hammouda and Jallab (2011).  
17 Even though the “slogan” has emerged at the end of the 1970s, the first official document of an international 
organization to emphasize such title was the World Conservation Strategy (IUCN-UNEP-WWF, 1980).   

http://www.g20.org/


push for common claims created since the mid-1960s by a movement called "Group of 

77", today the "G77 + China", which incorporates 132 countries of the South. 

Founded in 1964 at the end of the first session of the United Nations Conference 

on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the G77 launched its doctrinal platform, the 

"Charter of Algiers", in October 1967. The Charter of Algiers is a long document focusing 

on issues relating to international trade.  Besides emphasizing the opening of markets in 

the North, this movement has always stressed the need for greater contribution to the 

development of poorer countries, the "Official Development Assistance" (ODA), as well as 

better distribution of powers in international organizations, particularly the IMF. 

The brief final statement of the G-20’s first summit in Washington devoted a 

paragraph to reaffirm two commitments considered of primary importance by the G-77: the 

declaration of the UN Assembly, which in 2000 had launched the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs), and what is called the “Monterrey Consensus", elaborated during a 2005 

Mexico conference focusing on financing for development. 

The first six MDGs were well articulated in the year 2000, so that significant 

progress could be achieved by 2015 in issues ranging from eradicating poverty and 

hunger, to fighting AIDS and malaria, as well as including primary education, 

discrimination against women, child mortality and maternal health. Nothing, however, was 

included regarding fighting inequality.  

The two other MDGs, in reference to environmental and economic aspects are 

much worse. The environmental aspects do not even include crucial issues, such as 

climate change, erosion of biodiversity or the serious problem of ocean areas that have 

become dead zones due to excess of nitrogen. Moreover, the economic aspects could not 

be vaguer, besides being merely exhortative, when mentioning a desirable global 

"partnership" for development. 

 

Consensus 

The Monterrey Conference had been summoned in late 1999 by the UN General 

Assembly, with six goals: mobilizing domestic resources, increasing private international 

investment, strengthening the Official Development Assistance (ODA), widening access to 

markets and ensuring fair trade, solving debt issues and improving the coherence of global 

and regional financial structures, and promoting a fair representation of the South in the 

worldwide process of decision making. 



This "International Conference on Financing for Development" brought together 51 

presidents and prime ministers, numerous ministers of finance and foreign affairs, heads 

of international organizations and financial institutions, as well as leaders of the business 

community and civil society, with the aim of meeting the challenges of financing and 

poverty reduction. 

Its greatest achievement was the adoption by acclamation of the "Monterrey 

Consensus", which affirms the international community’s determination to eradicate 

poverty, achieve sustained economic growth and promote sustainable development in the 

context of a global economic system that is equitable and able to promote full inclusion. 

The text ends with the commitment to strengthen the United Nations as the main 

organization responsible for the renewal of the international financial system, in 

collaboration with the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the World Trade 

Organization. 

All this was reaffirmed in the historic second summit of the G-20, held in London in 

April 2009, a meeting that was able to avoid distress by “prescribing” strong doses of 

tranquilizers to the financial market and giving more concrete signs to countries of the 

South. Some of the guarantees offered included, for example: 1) that multi/plurilateral 

development banks would increase their loans in "at least 100 billion dollars", 2) that the 

various forms of aid to less developed countries would be strengthened, with priority to 

sub-Saharan Africa, 3) that the actions of social protection, of trade encouragement and 

the flexibility of mechanisms to reduce debt would have an increase of over 50 billion 

dollars.18 

It is certainly understandable that the priority given in these first two summits was 

the need to put out a fire that had gripped financial markets, although overcoming the 

crisis also depended on more structural initiatives focusing on development, preferably on 

sustainable development. Even worse, the indisputable success of the London summit in 

preventing a rapid degradation of the global economic situation produced the false 

sensation that the world had already begun a new phase of stability, and even of growth 

and recovery. 

Less than half a year later, the third summit held in Pittsburgh showed how this 

relief was premature. The divergence between keeping recovery policies or already 

seeking a way out of them, which some governments considered "exception policies”, was 

                                                 
18  There are 19 international and regional banks of development joined by the IDFC, International 
Development Finance Club. According to Coutinho (2012, p.6), in 2012 the priority of that club would have 
been “the funding of the transition to a low-carbon economy, comprehensive and sustainable”.  



quite obvious. The United States, the United Kingdom and China were in favor of 

maintaining the policies.  The opposition was formed by a conservative alliance between 

Germany and France, based on optimistic ratings of several banks, of the Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), and even based on evaluations made 

by Nouriel Roubini, the economist who became famous for being one of the few to have 

foreseen the crisis. The dissenting voice in this scenario came from award-winning Paul 

Krugman who, in his influential column, never tried to warn about the precariousness of 

signs of recovery. 

None of this prevented this third summit from becoming historical due to an explicit 

statement that the G-20, as the main forum for economic cooperation, would have the task 

of reforming the entire global architecture based on twenty-first century needs. This 

investiture, shown in paragraphs 18 and 19 of the signed document was crucial mainly 

because, two months earlier, a rebirth of the G-8 was attempted in L'Aquila, Italy. This 

meeting had caused speculations about new forums, one being an alleged G-14. Going in 

the exact opposite direction, in Pittsburgh, an agreement was signed stating that the G-20 

would meet at least once a year.  

 

Rapid Mutations 

The determination of the North to cut spending, as well as the serious and 

insurmountable divergences about exchange rates, particularly between the United States 

and China, could not have failed to overshadow one of the most significant decisions of 

the fourth summit held in Toronto in June, 2010: the establishment of the "Working Group 

on Development", with the task  to develop a multi-year plan to be adopted on the fifth 

stage, scheduled for just four months later, in Seoul, the exact capital city which pioneered 

in overcoming underdevelopment and cultivating great ambition to establish itself as a 

world leader in this field.19 

In this fifth summit, the subject of development was certainly on the agenda of the 

G-20, as evidenced by a twelve-page document, with the revealed ambition to be a “Multi-

Year Action Plan on Development". However, as the texts published by the two 

                                                 
19 In November 2010 there was a high-level conference organized by South Korea and the World Bank, with 
the objective to create an agenda about development for the G-20. All results of this conference can be found 
in Fardoust et al. (2012). 



subsequent summits - Cannes in 2011 and Los Cabos in 2012 – show, the "Working 

Group on Development" presented only humble reports. 20 

The fact is that these three years have seen rapid changes in the G-20’s rhetoric. 

In 2010, the Seoul summit had emphasized that promoting global development would 

essentially depend on shared growth. The sixth summit held in Cannes in 2011, preferred 

to highlight the need for such growth to be strong and balanced. In the seventh summit, in 

Los Cabos (2012), the focus became “inclusive green growth”.21 

These texts almost never refer explicitly to their inspiration sources. For this reason 

the document of the sixth summit in Cannes can be considered a very rare exception for 

having made it clear that the conceptual basis of its introductory paragraphs could be 

found in a book with a very interesting title, “Beyond Economic Growth", published by the 

World Bank ten years earlier.22 This also suggests that the main reference of the Working 

Group’s report, released the following year in Los Cabos, may have been another World 

Bank publication named "Inclusive Green Growth".23 

 

Taboo 

For enthusiasts of this last formula, the matter is not a new paradigm, but merely a 

(perhaps delayed) way to undertake sustainable development, the acclaimed paradigm 

established at the Earth Summit in 1992. According to these enthusiasts, the difference is 

that this second UN mega-conference on environment and development placed great 

emphasis on social inclusion and environmental prudence, without doing so on economic 

growth. 

They even think that this mistake would not have occurred in "Our Common 

Future", a report that had been presented to the UN in 1987 by the then Prime Minister of 

Norway, Gro Harlem Brundtland, President of the World Commission on Environment and 

Development (WCED)24. Five years before Rio-92, the so-called Brundtland Report would 

                                                 
20  "2011 Report of the Development Working Group" (§ § 69, 15 p.); "2012 Progress Report of the 
Development Working Group" (§ § 69, 14 p.). This Working Group is composed of 29 international 
organizations, among which are: the OECD, the three Bretton Woods: IMF, WTO and World Bank Group, eight 
of the UN: FAO, IFAD, ILO, WHO, UNDP, Secretariat General, UNCTAD and UNESCO, and six regional 
development banks: African, Asian, Islamic, Latin American, and two Europeans. The other eleven entities are 
much less important, such as, for example, "Aquila Food Security Initiative" or the “Consultative Group to 
Assist the Poor." 
21 During that seventh summit, in Los Cabos, Mexico, the “G2A2” Group was created: Green Growth Action 
Alliance, whose secretariat is ensured by the World Economic Forum (WEF).   
22 Cf. Soubbotina and Sheram (2000). 
23 Cf. World Bank (2012). 
24 The report "Our Common Future" (UN WCED, 1987) is generally cited as the Brundtland Report, since the 
commission that drafted it was chaired by Gro Harlem Brundtland, physician and diplomat, three times Prime 



have been  pretty clear about the need for "a new era of growth – strong growth, while 

socially and environmentally sustainable". 25 

While the discussion at the G-20 Working Group on Development tended towards 

"inclusive green growth", under the obvious influence of the World Bank and the OECD, its 

equivalent in the agenda of the fourth UN mega-conference – Rio+20 - was the proposal of 

a "green economy", which gained reputation with various debates about the 2008 crisis. 

This expression was eventually and inevitably completed by long, distinctive traits: "in the 

context of sustainable development and poverty eradication”. 26 

If there is any difference between these two approaches, it is certainly small and 

trying to find it would certainly lead to an attempt similar to identifying gender in angels.  

The exact opposite, however, occurs with what they have most in common: the propensity 

to avoid one of the most crucial challenges of development: the serious issue of 

inequalities. 

Even though it is common for documents prepared by international organizations, 

particularly those released after multilateral events, to show that inequalities strongly 

hinder development, actual commitments to address this issue have not been made. The 

MDGs unmistakably demonstrate this when, for example, they restrict the fight against 

various dimensions of poverty, as if the reduction of poverty would be sufficient to reduce 

income and/or wealth inequality, not to mention other kinds of inequality based on gender, 

race, religion, etc.   

However, economic growth itself generates fewer benefits in the absence of prior 

and concomitant reduction of inequalities. Although, for a long time it seemed just the 

opposite, the empirical evidences show even more that, starting at a certain level of 

income, reduction of material inequalities could even take the place of the current 

economic growth in the process of enhancing well-being. 27 

 

Opposite ways 

It is, therefore, a matter of facing the reduction of inequalities not only on behalf of 

the noble ideal of social justice, or empathy for the less fortunate, but mostly based on the 

                                                                                                                                                     
Minister of the Norwegian government (1981, 1986-1989 and 1990-1996) and then Director General of the 
World Health Organization (WHO). The beginning of her political career was in 1974, as Minister of 
Environment. 
25 Cf. The „Forward” from Rachel Kyte of World Bank (2012). 
26 On the resulting debate, the best reference is the report by nine eminent ecological economists for the 
Sustainable Development Division of UNDESA: Costanza et al. (2012). There are also two books in 
Portuguese: Abramovay (2012); Léna and Nascimento (2012). 
27 Cf. Wilkinson and Pickett (2009). 



objective ascertainment that only drastic advances toward equality may actually open the 

path to genuine prosperity. 

Nevertheless, the opposite of this process remains to be the most common belief: it 

is believed that economic growth is a substitute for equality of income, because while there 

is growth there is hope, allowing large differences in purchasing power to become 

tolerable. Still, there is gradual progressive step towards the recognition that this 

substitution also works in reverse, as more equality makes growth less necessary. 

 Rich countries with less inequality are those who consistently exhibit better 

performance on twelve most relevant dimensions to quality of life: social cohesion, 

chemical dependency, mental illness, education, incarceration, longevity, social mobility, 

obesity, teenage pregnancy and childbirth, health, community life and violence. 28 

Even more impressive is to witness how the same pattern is repeated when 

performances typically seen as more "environmental" than "social" are examined. Rich 

countries with less inequality have less consumerism, more recycling and more foreign aid 

given to poor countries. 

In sharp contrast, the wealthy and more unequal societies are the ones that reveal 

the highest ecological losses, produce more garbage, consume more water and are 

responsible for more air travelling measured in distance per capita.29 

Global and national inequalities have followed opposite paths in recent decades. 

After two centuries of permanent increase in inequality between countries, this trend has 

undergone a significant change due to the rapid rise in part of the semi-periphery 

countries. In only twenty years, the difference in living standards between the Germans or 

French and the Chinese or Indians has recently improved by having decreased their levels 

of inequalities from twenty times to just ten times that of their European counterparts. 

In contrast, after severe reductions in internal (national) income inequalities during 

the mid-twentieth century, followed by long periods of stability, such inequalities, for some 

rare exceptions, began to increase during the last two or three decades. For ten years, 

Brazil has been part of these exceptions. 

                                                 
28 This was revealed by the excellent book The Spirit Level, by Wilkinson and Pickett (2009), which also 
created the website www.equalitytrust.org.uk. In 55 charts, examining the behavior of variables or indicators of 

these twelve questions in relation to income inequality, the group made up of seven less unequal countries 
always shows the best performance: Japan, Finland, Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Belgium and Austria. At the 
extreme opposite are seven others: the United States, Portugal, United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, Italy 
and Greece. And in an intermediate position: Germany, Netherlands, Spain, France, Canada, Switzerland and 
Ireland. 
29 Some of this evidence was presented by geographer Daniel Dorling (University of Sheffield) at the Royal 
Geographical Society (London) in 2010. Available at: <http://sasi.group.shef.ac.uk/presentations/rgs/>. 

http://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/


In some cases, this increase in inequalities was quite radical.  In the United States, 

for example, the current inequality indicators are as bad as those a century ago. The 

recent increase in internal inequalities affected, even though with a milder impact, virtually 

all countries of the so-called first world, as well as half of those countries that make use of 

statistic information covering long periods.30 

These two contrasting ways can be attributed to the characteristics of the latest 

stage of globalization, and it is not possible to see, for now, which may have been the 

actual impacts of the crisis that began in 2007-2008. 

 

Rise of “the rest” 

China's entry into international trade, in the 1980s, followed by the Soviet bloc and 

India in the 1990s, introduced as much as 1 billion unqualified or poorly qualified   workers 

to the international competition. This provoked the obvious general increase in salaries of 

qualified workers, concurrent to the increase in profitability of capital, particularly in 

businesses dealing with raw materials. This scenario stimulated direct investments in 

emerging countries, while the domestic competition in first world countries also became 

much more acute, especially at the apex of deregulations, of trade liberalization and during 

the European integration. 

The migration of companies (being productive or "back office"), combined with the 

pressure of demand for more skilled labor, distorted the distribution of salaries. This 

twisted distribution became especially unfavorable to low-level and medium salaries. As 

owners of capital and land also benefited from the significant increase in their income and 

profits, all this culminated in a very strong worsening of domestic income inequalities.  

In the North, such phenomenon could be briefly attributed to deindustrialization, 

making jobs more precarious in the most affected regions. In the South, the increase in 

income inequality resulted, essentially, from the restructuring of national economies in 

favor of the more modern and more exporting sectors. 

Some other facts, that only helped aggravate this trend, need to be added to this 

general scenario.  The intense progress in communication technologies multiplied 

celebrities’ earnings, especially of artists and athletes, some reaching truly exorbitant 

gains. On the financial front, the same phenomenon also caused exponential increases in 

                                                 
30 As underlined by François Bourguignon’s La mondialisation de l'inégalité (2012). Bourguignon is the current 
director of the Paris School of Economics and was already Chief Economist of the World Bank. 



profits of investment operators. This movement was followed by all-time highs in wages for 

directors of large companies, as well as of their lawyers’. 31 

 

Other Consensus 

However, in order to explain the increase in income inequality in so many nations, it 

is important to emphasize the political shift during the last third of the 20th century, 

promoted since the early 1980’s by the Reagan and Thatcher governments. Such shift 

gained huge repercussion through the “Washington Consensus” and was accelerated with 

the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989.  

Four vectors impelled the effects of structural factors: regressive tax reforms, 

deregulation of financial markets and of labor markets, and most of privatizations. 

Trends which dominated global inequalities were quite different. There was a 

significant decline in income inequality among different groups of global population, but 

this decrease was still accompanied by the growing gap in living standards between the 

North and the South. 

Since 1989, the gap between the richest 10% and the poorest 10% decreased as 

much as it had increased since 1900. From this perspective, it is possible to say that the 

turn of the millennium also created a turn in history of global inequality. 

Simultaneously, however, there was an increase in the difference between the 

extremes of the national income scale. In 1989, the population of the fifteen richest 

countries had a standard of living forty times greater than the population of the fifteen 

poorest countries. In 2006, this ratio increased to sixty times. 

The annual increase in the average quality of life per individual, which was 8% in 

China and 4% in India, during the last 25 years, contrasts with its stagnation, and even 

decline, in many poor countries, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

In view of such dark scenario, there could not be a more important issue for global 

governance of development than the possible confrontation of global inequalities. And 

actually, important documents released by international organizations in 2011 and 2012, 

gave much emphasis to issues of fairness or equality. 

Nevertheless, even in these more positive approaches, the question always 

remains within the principles, without creating proposals for multi- or plurilateral 

agreements or guidance for national policies. These national policies may be the subject of 

                                                 
31 Bourguignon (2012, p. 45) observes technical progress and market expansion perfectly explain the 
skyrocketing salaries of Bollywood stars, as well as of champions of Indian cricket, or of the new Chinese 
billionaires.  



serious debate in the most important instances of global governance of development, such 

as the sessions of the UN General Assembly or the G-20 summits.32 

 

 

Help 

Since the end of World War II, the only public mechanism of redistribution in the 

international ambit has been ODA’s ("official development assistance") cooperation, 

assistance and contribution. A famous evaluation of the period from 1948-1968, made by 

the Pearson Commission, led to the recommendation that rich countries should devote at 

least 0.7% of their income to such an important tool in order to reduce global inequalities.33 

Expenditures, however, which were always quite low, only reached about 50% of 

the recommendation, mainly due to efforts of countries like Sweden, Norway, Denmark, 

the Netherlands and Luxembourg, in which proportions are surpassing 1%. At the opposite 

extreme are countries such as the U.S. and Japan, who merely invest around 0.2% of their 

income. 

It is important to note, however, that the ODA collapsed with the end of the Cold 

War due to the strong reduction of its geopolitical attraction, but began to recover in the 

beginning of the 21st century, thanks to efforts led by the United Nations favoring MDGs. 

ODA then returned to its general historical level of 0.35%. It is also important to note that  

ODA corresponds to an average of 15% of the poorest beneficiary countries’ national 

budget; in extreme cases it reaches 50%. 

There are contributions which were not accounted for in these indexes, such as 

those from private organizations or from emerging countries. It is estimated, however, that 

such contributions would not reach 10% of ODA’s total and, even if contributions were 

higher, they could not avoid deep controversy about the efficiency of most donations. 

Some say that the ODA only serves to increase fortunes of the rich in poor countries, even 

when not fostering corruption. 

                                                 
32  Two of these documents are noteworthy: the twentieth Human Development Report, 2011, for  the 
preparation of Rio +20, titled Sustainability and Equity: a better future for all. The second is signed by no 
less than sixty international organizations, members of the "UN System Task Team on the post-2015 UN 
Development Schedule" released in June 2012 with the suggestive title: Realizing the Future We Want for 
All, Report to the Secretary-General. Following the "2010 High-Level Plenary Meeting of the General 
Assembly on the Millennium Development Goals," the Secretary-General established this task force, which 
was coordinated jointly by DESA (Department of Economic and Social Affairs) and UNDP. 
33 The Prime Minister of Canada, Lester Bowles "Mike" Pearson (1897-1972), who had received the Nobel 
Peace Prize in 1957 for organizing Emergency Force of the United Nations to resolve the crisis of the Suez 
Canal, was invited by then president of the World Bank, Robert McNamara (1916-2009), to chair the group that 
became known as "Pearson Commission". See Pearson (1969) and also edition of February 1970 from: The 
UNESCO Courier. Available at: <http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0005/000567/056743eo.pdf>. 



There is very strong pressure on the richer countries of the North for their 

governments to invest resources only in specific projects belonging to sectors classified as 

being “more immune” to corruption, as well as sectors that have gone through a rigorous 

selection process. In the South, on the contrary, there are those who advise poorest 

countries to waive any ODA in order to increase the pressure on multilateral decisions that 

favor migration and trade. 

Approaching this phenomenon, the comprehensive and controversial report 

released in 1995 by the "Commission on Global Governance” - another important 

articulation – acknowledged the need to "rethink" some of the conventional motives and 

aid mechanisms, after pointing out three reasons for such “exhaust”. 

1) It takes great political courage to send money abroad, while that country itself 

has poor, homeless and jobless people; 

2) The programs are attacked on all sides by those who are concerned about the 

waste, corruption, human rights violation and environmental neglect in assisted countries; 

3) Often donors use aid programs to promote exports or for security reasons.34 

 

Inertia  

 Thus, it is hardly surprising that the main actors involved in the ODA are 

mobilized in order for this kind of international cooperation to become more effective. After 

a long process of discussions between beneficiary countries, NGOs responsible for 

intermediating and the main donor countries, a promising global partnership - the "Global 

Partnership for Effective Development Co-operation" - emerged in June 2012.35 

 Apart from the fact that such initiative only occurred recently, other problems 

strongly complicate the situation. There are even more important difficulties in two other 

areas that could contribute towards dynamic redistributions: international trade and 

migration. 

 This is quite serious, because what blocks WTO negotiations related to the 

agreement that would be called “Doha” are disagreements between first world and a few 

emerging nations instead of obstacles that could be caused by exports of poor countries. 

                                                 
34 See Commission on Global Governance (1996). 
35 The main form of governance of such cooperation has been a committee of the OECD called "DAC" 
(Development Assistance Committee). Fundamental steps of the DAC talks with poor countries and NGOs 
took place in 2005 and 2008 in Paris and Accra, respectively. But the decisive factor for the emergence of the 
current global partnership was a meeting of 2011 in Busan (Korea) - "4th High-Level Forum on Aid 
Effectiveness" - followed in June 2012 by the "OECD-DAC Working Party on Aid Effectiveness ", in Paris. See 
<www.aideffectiveness.org>. 



Moreover, decisions made by the WTO are far from achieving the international 

coordination intended by the Marrakesh Agreement.36 

 The migratory flux already runs into serious political conflicts, particularly in 

Europe but also in Japan. Even worse is the very strong and systematic veto against any 

proposal to initiate some form of global taxation, as shown by the so-called "Tobin Tax "; a 

tax on short-term international financial transactions whose rate varies between 0.1% and 

0.25%. Despite having been launched in 1971 by economist James Tobin (1918-2002, 

Nobel Prize in 1981), this proposal remained ignored until 1997, when it hit the spotlight of 

the controversial anti-globalization movement. 

 A significant step towards a future global tax system was taken on January 22, 

2013, when the European Union approved the adoption of the Financial Transactions Tax 

(FTT) on eleven countries of the Euro Zone, which will come into force in 2014. During this 

occasion, the leaders of these eleven pioneering nations emphasized the need for this tax 

to, one day, become global.37 

 Although promising, this fact does not change the need for structural reforms in 

global governance of development, despite the enormous institutional inactivity, both, in 

the UN and in two of the major Bretton Woods outcomes: the World Bank and the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF). 

 One of the most courageous proposals made in 1995 by the Commission on 

Global Governance has been the UN creating an "Economic Security Council", 

simultaneously extinguishing its Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), as well as their 

agencies focused on trade and industry: the United Nations Conference on Trade and 

Development (UNCTAD) and the United Nations Industrial Development Organization 

(UNIDO).38 

 ECOSOC was established in 1946 as an agency, directly subordinated to the 

General Assembly, to strongly promote, with the help of specialized agencies, economic 

                                                 
36 The WTO was established in April 15, 1994 by the Marrakesh Agreement. Because of the impasse called 
"Doha", more preferential agreements have been used – these are already over three hundred and there are 
many others in negotiation, especially the Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPP), under the leadership of 
the USA. 
37  The new tax, which will vary between 0.01 and 0.1%, will focus on operations performed by stock 
exchanges, banks, brokers, insurance companies and hedge funds. The eleven countries that will use this tax 
beginning the 1st of January 2014 are responsible for 90% of GDP in the Euro Zone: Germany, France, 
Austria, Italy, Greece, Portugal, Belgium, Estonia, Slovakia, Slovenia and Spain. 
38 The creation of the UNCTAD (United Nations Conference on Trade and Development) in 1964, was the 
result of strong pressure from the South countered with the dynamics of the, then called GATT (General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade), which was replaced by the current WTO (World Trade Organization), at the 
beginning of 1995. The UNIDO (United Nations Industrial Development Organization) was established in late 
1966, with a prehistory within the General Secretariat of the UN that dates back to 1950. 



and social initiatives set out in Article 55 of the UN Charter. The agency, however, could 

not fulfill its role, even despite several internal reforms which produced some positive 

results. This has led the Commission to the conclusion that a forum this broad – made up 

of 54 countries - is unable to reasonably address economic and social issues. 

 The need to provide substantial support in matters of trade and industrial 

production to most underdeveloped countries would justify the maintenance of the 

UNCTAD and of the UNIDO. Surely, they still need a lot of technical assistance in complex 

trade negotiations, as well as actions for the development of industry. However, contrary to 

what had happened in the mid-twentieth century, organizations of this size are no longer 

necessary because the same kind of support could certainly be provided more efficiently 

by the United Nations Program for Development (UNDP).39 

 As it is known, the proposal made in 1995 by the Commission on Global 

Governance did not succeed. This proposal was to "retire” the ECOSOC and replace it 

with a global forum that would allow political leadership and promote consensus on 

international economic issues. The idea was to create a "practical and efficient and, 

therefore, small" Economic Security Council.   

 However, outside the UN, less than four years were needed to create 

something that had its basis proposed in 1995: the G-20.  Between 1999 and 2008, while 

the G-20 group consisted only of finance ministers and presidents of the central banks, it 

did not seem that the world had an instance of global governance of development 

comparable to the UN’s project on an Economic Security Council, as it has been detailed 

in “Our Global Community”, a report made by the Commission on Global Governance. 

However, after the seven summits during the post-crisis period, between late 2008 and 

mid-2012, there could be no more doubt, although the strategic formulation driven by 

South Korea was still precarious.  

 

Three problems 

 In short, there are three key issues in the debate on global governance of 

development: inequalities, tendencies of change, and organizational structure. 

 1) The biggest mystery relies on the frustrating idea that greater political equity 

inherent to the democratization process would necessarily lead to reducing socioeconomic 

                                                 
39  The UNDP (United Nations Development Program) emerged in 1965 with the merger of the first UN 
programs that provided technical assistance to activities of international cooperation for development. Took on 
a much more decisive role in global governance that theme from the late 1980s, and is the main protagonist in 
the drafting of the MDGs at the turn of the millennium. 



inequalities.  Although there are ongoing solutions for poverty reduction through 

consumption, almost nothing is known about public policies able to increase the capability 

of the poor to earn more and also gain more access to public goods. The best available 

hypothesis seems to be that "economic inequality inevitably generates political inequality, 

which in turn reproduces economic inequality."40 

 2) The reflux of guiding globalization with the belief that markets solve 

everything, whose epitome was the "Washington Consensus", seems to create another 

such consensus, although it still seems incipient. With a great deal of optimism, there are 

those who call it "Sustainability Project" and infer that this slight change may lead the 

international community to "rethink development."41 

 3) The inexorable law of institutional inertia prevented the organizational 

structure of the Bretton Woods agreements to adapt to reality after the historical turn of 

1968-1973. This does not prevent the need for many innovations, among which three 

could certainly become priorities: the IMF becoming a true world central bank; the World 

Bank becoming a true international investment fund; and the emergence of a global tax 

system, an idea which still faces enormous resistance.42 

 
 

 

 

2.  

Global environmental Governance  

 

 

 

The understanding of the international community about the required concern 

regarding environmental conservation has been much more intense than commonly 

imagined. A few indicators are enough to realize that the global political process with such 

focus becomes frantic. Even without taking the bilateral arrangements into account, in just 

seven years - 2005-2011 - 22 agreements, 59 additives and 10 protocols were signed.43 

                                                 
40For information about this hypothesis, see: Przeworski (2012). 
41 This is the hypothesis proposed in the last chapters from McMichael (2012). 
42 Thesis stated in the chapter „The Vision and the Reality“, from Mahbub ul Haq (1995). 
43 The bilateral arrangements were: 27 agreements, 1 additive and 1 protocol. The highest data base about 
this activity can be found under:  <www.iea.uoregon.edu>. 

http://www.iea.uoregon.edu/


Each semester diplomatic corps were called to attend averagely forty meetings of 

multilateral negotiations on environmental issues.44 

Although this kind of cooperation started long ago45, an undisputed historical turn 

occurred when the influence of the United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP)  

started becoming effective. The UNEP was certainly the most important outcome of the 

first UN’s mega-conference about the subject, held in Stockholm in 1972.  

The circumstances which led to two crucial institutional innovations of the UN in 

1972 were very complex: the Conference on Human Environment (UNCHE) in June, and 

the effective creation of the UNEP by the General Assembly in December of that year. 

The idea of summoning UNCHE, which would become the first of a series of UN 

mega-conferences on this issue, has emerged as counter-proposal by the Swedish 

representation to what would have been the fourth conference on the use of nuclear 

energy for peaceful purposes. Noticing that this costly fourth conference would exclusively 

comply with interests of the nuclear industry, some Swedish diplomats decided to oppose 

such a plan, even without any explicit guidance by Stockholm. 

Thus, an alternative proposal, "facilitating coordination and helping  member 

countries to focus on extremely complex problems related to human environment", was 

formalized by the Swedish government in late 1967 and approved by the General 

Assembly in the spring of 1968. The first world summit approaching the relationship 

between humanity and nature46 would, therefore, be in Stockholm. 

In the 1970s, first world countries could only be prone to accept the theory that 

environmental problems should receive much more attention from the international 

community. Starting in January 1956, with the news of a scary massive mercury poisoning  

in Minamata (Japan), and lasting until April 22, 1970, a day of intense demonstrations 

around U.S. cities, known as the first "Earth Day", a long series of events and scientific 

information led governments of democratic countries of the North to realize that many 

issues commonly branded as "environmental" could prove to be equally or more important 

than the issues traditionally classified as "social", particularly when they could be the 

source of any threat to national economic performance. 

                                                 
44  The best source about these meetings and the Service Report of the Canadian organization IISD 
(International Institute for Sustainable Development), which publishes the excellent ENB: Earth Negotiation 
Bulletin since 20 years, is the webpage: <www.iisd.ca>. 
45 Plurilateral agreements exist since 1857 and bilateral agreements since 1351, according to the data base 
www.iea.uoregon.edu. The most significant historic case of international cooperation regarding the 
environment has been the Commission of Rhein in 1815, according to Le Prestre (2005, p. 159). 
46 There is a very interesting lookback of these facts in the two contributions of Maria Ivanova in the book, 
published by Swart and Perry (2007). Cf. www.centerformunreform.org.  

http://www.iisd.ca/
http://www.iea.uoregon.edu/
http://www.centerformunreform.org/


However, until that moment, nothing comparable had altered the Soviet Bloc’s and 

China’s perception, even less in what was then called the Third World. This was, therefore, 

enough to make the scheduling of the Stockholm conference stir up considerable mistrust 

and suspicion among the latter groups. 

 

Fear 

A Third World identity was established a few years earlier with the Non-Aligned 

Movement, formally established since 196147  in Belgrade (capital of former Yugoslavia, 

nowadays Serbia). Three years later, the UNCTAD emerged, and it continues to be the 

pride and joy of the G-77, a group, which, incidentally, was founded precisely on its first 

meeting. Furthermore, in 1967, almost on the eve of the official call for the Stockholm 

conference, emerged the already mentioned Charter of Algiers, the longest platform of 

Southern countries.  

Moreover, the UN General Assembly adopted, in October 1970, an unprecedented 

"strategy of development” according to which development should be designed as 

“comprehensive and integrated".48 Simultaneously, there was a reaffirmation of the Third 

World Identity in the third major conference of the Non Aligned Movement, held in Lusaka 

(Zambia).  

In such historical context, diplomatic corps and governments of Third World 

countries, as well as the Soviet bloc and China, disdained even the environmental impacts 

that could, more directly and immediately, affect the performance of their economies, such 

as soil erosion, desertification, depletion of groundwater, overfishing, etc. 

It seemed to many of the elite-leaders of these nations that the initiative to raise 

such issues to top the agenda of multilateral negotiations was simply a manoeuvre  to 

create more difficulties for exports, or even a pretext to restrict the small technology and 

financial support that the First World lent to poor countries. For this reason, the 

preparatory committee of the Stockholm Conference reached the absolute majority of 

Third World representatives: 14 of the 27 national representations.49 

 

                                                 
47 The Non-Aligned Movement was a result of the Bandung Conference, the first Afro-Asian meeting, held in 
1955. 
48 By means of the resolution of the UN General Assembly (2626/XXV, of the 24th of October, 
1970), and also stated in the previously mentioned resolution of the Pearson Commission.  
49 Argentina, Brazil, Canada, Cyprus, Singapore, Costa Rica, USA, France, Ghana, Guinea, India, 
Iran, Italy, Yugoslavia, Jamaica, Japan, Mauritius, Mexico, Nigeria, Netherlands, United Kingdom, 
United Arab Republic, Sweden, Czechoslovakia, Togo, Zambia and the Soviet Union. 



Agenda 

During the first meeting in March 1970, once it became clear that there was 

significant apprehension that environmental issues could be taken out of the context of 

uneven development, the agenda was immediately altered in order to emphasize the 

importance of the relationship between development and environment. Consensus about 

this fact had been quickly obtained even “backstage” at the 25th UN General Assembly 

held the same year, with UNCHE’s newly appointed secretary general,  Canadian Maurice 

Strong.50    

Anyway, fears that environmental issues were to work against the main interests of 

Third World nations dominated the very difficult negotiations on the preamble’s seven 

paragraphs and the 26 principles of the Stockholm Declaration. This mistrust was only 

surpassed during the conference itself, which lasted  twelve days – starting on Sunday, 

June 4, with an opening made by recently then appointed UN secretary-general, Kurt 

Waldheim (1918-2007) and finishing on Friday, June 16, 1972   with a historic “closing 

statement” made by Strong. 51 

However, the meeting that had mostly helped to unlock understandings about 

"human environment” took place a year earlier: a “Group of Experts on Development and 

Environment” met between June 4th and 12th , 1971, on what became known as the 

Conference of Founex (Switzerland). 

Without underestimating the important issues that led to the assembling of the 

UNCHE, the report made at Founex included several warnings regarding distortions that 

could hinder the development of third world nations. Thus, virtually the entire agenda that 

would condition forty years of multilateral understandings about sustainable development 

was obtained in this remarkable meeting, as shown in the following four theses: 

1) Environmental depletion in rich countries comes mainly from a development 

model, while environmental problems in developing countries result from 

underdevelopment and poverty; 

                                                 
50 Strong had been invited in 1965 by Prime Minister of Canada, Lester B. Pearson (1897-1972), to direct the 

development aid agency, later called CIDA: Canadian International Development Agency. He was so 
successful in this work that, in 1969, another prime minister, Pierre Trudeau (1919-2000), tried to withstand 
UN’s Secretary-General U Thant’s (1909-1974) choice to the coordination of the Stockholm Conference. 
Former Prime Minister of Sweden Olof Palme’s (1927-1986) pressure must have been decisive in this episode, 
since Strong was released from his role in the Canadian government. For an evaluation of the crucial role 
played by Maurice Strong to the advancement of global environmental governance, the best start is to visit his 
website <www.mauricestrong.net>. 
51 See the detailed report published by Louis B. Sohn (1973), professor of law at Harvard University. Sohn had 
advised the State Department during the preparatory negotiations, after having attended the conference itself 
as an observer of the Commission to Study the Organization of Peace. 



2) Problems may arise regarding exports of developing countries as a result of 

environmental concerns in developed countries; 

3) It is necessary to monitor the creation of non-tariff barriers based on 

environmental concerns; 

4) Additional funds are needed to financially support research on environmental 

problems in third world countries, to compensate large changes in export flows, to cover 

important increases in costs of various projects due to higher environmental standards, 

and to finance a restructuring of investment, production or export, due to environmental 

concerns in developed countries. 

For Strong, the main message at Founex could be summarized in the fact that: if 

the concern about human environment reinforces the commitment to development, it also 

strengthens the commitment to international aid through the "Official Development 

Assistance" (ODA).52 

The great progress in negotiations during that meeting had much to do with the 

choosing of the great development economist, Mahbub ul Haq (1934-1998), as one of the 

event’s top advisers and later leader of the committee who drafted the final document. 

Being invited by Strong, ul Haq was as reticent as the most suspicious diplomat of the 

South, but left Founex convinced that the Stockholm Conference would produce a 

constructive outcome.53 

 

"Complete and Indivisible" 

Another important political achievement of Strong in the process of preparations for 

the Stockholm Conference was convincing Chou En-lai (1898-1976) that China should 

participate. By accepting this invitation, the Chinese leader gave an incalculable increase 

of prestige to an event that until then had caused suspicions to everyone but the top 

thinkers of the first world.  

However, Strong’s attempts to disarm a late boycott of the Soviet bloc, based on 

the argument that East Germany was being discriminated, failed. Nevertheless, that did 

                                                 
52 Cf. <http://www.mauricestrong.net/index.php/founex-conference?showall=estart=1>. 
53 For the organization of the Conference Founex, Strong also had the important help of another notable 
development economist, Barbara Ward (1934-1998). The positive result, was certainly also due to the 
excellence of his associates who accepted the invitation to submit contributions: Enrique Iglesias, Felipe 
Herrera (1922-1996), Ignacy Sachs, first Nobel Prize Economics in 1969 Jan Tinbergen (1903-1994), Shigeto 
Tsuru (1912-2006) and William Kapp (1910-1976). 



not stop 114 national delegations to strive for understandings on two documents: the 

Declaration and the Plan of Action.54 

It is a fact that the Chinese delegation made many objections on the documents’ 

draft, even though China was not sufficiently engaged in trying to win the argument. 

Everything indicates that the main objective of the Chinese government was to use this 

first intervention in an international forum of such magnitude to give the world a list of 

commandments blaming capitalism and its imperialist, monopolist, colonial and neo-

colonial state for the social roots of environmental pollution.  

Clearly this did not prevent that the basic purpose of the decisions at the Stockholm 

Conference has been to legitimize the theory of the existence of real conflict between 

development and environment, taking into account that these two aspects would be 

"complete and indivisible" in the formula preferred by Strong.55 

Indeed, it is recognized that Maurice Strong’s ability spurred not only the adoption 

of the pioneer "Stockholm Declaration", but also allowed a true conversion of many of the 

government representatives who attended the summit. Many who had arrived reluctant 

and prepared to waste nine days discussing "matters of the wealthy", ended up going back 

to their countries with the feeling that they had participated in an event of incalculable 

importance for the history of mankind. 

 

Weak Structure 

Such were the context and spirit that marked the birth of the organization that 

would become the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP). Still, it was not defined 

as to where the organization would fit in the United Nations system, nor its status, 

structure, and financing method. All this was settled months later by the General 

Assembly, mainly due to the commitment and decisive influence of the United States. 

The United States, on one hand, granted the "Environmental Fund" (which would 

be administered by the new organization), an initial subsidy of 100 million dollars. On the 

other hand, they opposed the proposal that the environment be administered by a new 

specialized agency, as it already happened with health (responsibility of the WHO), labour 

(ILO), education and culture (UNESCO). 

                                                 
54 The only point that was depending of discretion by the General Assembly was the 20th Principle, due to the 
conflict between Brazil and Argentina on the need for bilateral consultation in cases of altering international 
rivers, motivated by the potential of exploiting the Paraná River (Itaipu). 
55 The formula used in the introduction of the book by journalist Wade Rowland (1973). This work provides an 
analytical and detailed description of what the Stockholm Conference was, including antecedents and parallel 
events, such as the "Folkets Forum" (People's Forum). Two of its seven chapters (3 and 4) describe in detail 
the North-South conflicts in terms of the relationship between environment and development. 



Instead, in an unfortunate attempt, the United States proposed that environmental 

issues became a new duty of the UN’s Secretary General, with a flexible structure headed 

by a new Under-Secretary and located in the organization's head office in New York. 

This complicated process of negotiations ended up giving environmental issues the 

role of ‘Program’, the same given to Development (UNDP) and Trade (UNCTAD). But it 

was an unfavourable solution since, according to UN’s structure, Funds and Programs 

respond to the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), which in turn responds to the 

General Assembly. Additionally, installing the head office of the new Program in Nairobi 

would also not contribute much for environmental issues to gain importance in the UN 

agenda. 

Two decades later this weak structure triggered a complicated debate about the 

need for its reform, so that there could be effective global environmental governance.  

Even so, the UNEP’s performance is remarkable, as it emphasizes how biogeophysical 

principles of human development deserve more attention and respect of the international 

community. 

Since its first days of operation, the Program had a decisive role in creating 

technical networks, promoting a battle against pollution that affected regional seas, one of 

the priority multilateral actions. The process was initiated through the Mediterranean Case, 

thoroughly analyzed by Peter M. Haas, and almost simultaneously engendered similar 

agreements in the Baltic Ocean and the North Sea.56 

The resolutions of the Cocoyoc Symposium, held in Mexico in 1974, in partnership 

with the UNCTAD were also very important. A council meeting ad hoc held in Montevideo 

in 1981 was also relevant. 57  There is no doubt, however, that the most significant 

contribution of the UNEP, before its big 1992 impulse at the "Earth Summit" in Rio de 

Janeiro, was its excellent performance that led to global cooperation in the recovery of the 

ozone layer. In fact, no other multilateral agreement regarding the environment reaches 

such high importance. And this becomes crucial in understanding ulterior failures.  

 
Ozone 

Regarding Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer, the spotlight is quite often 

given to the Montreal Protocol, an institutional framework which, in September 1987, 

began to materialize general objectives established in the Vienna Convention (signed in 

                                                 
56 Peter M. Haas’ book (1990) became a classic in the field of analyzing international relations, both for its 
empirical interest as well as for its pioneering theoretical contribution on the role of epistemic communities. See 
also the chapter "Protecting the Baltic and North Seas," in Haas, Keohane and Levy (1993, p. 133-82). 
57 View the important retrospective of Mostafa K. Tolba (1998). 



March 1985). However, the multilateral engagement necessary for the two large polar 

holes to start diminishing actually only became possible with the adoption of its First 

Additional Term, in the beginning of June 1990, in London.58 

It is very important to state that, at that time, the Protocol had been ratified by 58 

countries and by the then European Economic Community (EEC). This partial group, 

however, represented 99% of the production and 90% of the consumption of 

Chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), halons, Carbon Tetrachloride (CTCs) and Hydro-

chlorofluorocarbons (HCFCs). 

Moreover, a good indicator of the role played by the UNEP is that the London 

meeting  adopted nearly seven commitment proposals, prepared by a working group led 

by  second director and Egyptian scientist Mostafa Tolba. 59 

This can be considered the culmination of the long and intense fifteen years since 

the emergence of the first international scientific statement about the seriousness of the 

problem in 1975 at the World Meteorological Organization conference funded by the 

UNEP.60 

This remarkable process of conciliation widely recognized as the most successful 

and worthy example regarding global environmental governance was thoroughly described 

by the ambassador who led the United States delegations, Richard Elliot Benedick61. What 

is most striking in his statements is the description of the initial difficulties created by the 

strong divergence between the U.S. government and most European governments, led by 

the EEC. And all this took place with complete disdain of almost every government of the 

South. Also notable are the stories behind the scenes that led President Ronald Reagan 

(1911-2004) to contradict many sectors of the Republican administration while endorsing 

the Montreal Protocol. Reagan’s position strongly contrasted what would later occur during 

the climate negotiations, a process filled with incongruities and ambiguities of the two 

Clinton administrations. 

However, most important for the history of global environmental governance is the 

fact that Benedick’s testimony makes it very clear that the solution to the “ozone” problem 

                                                 
58 Far more decisive than the three subsequent additions: the one in 1992 in Copenhagen, the one in 1997 in 
Montreal, and the one in 1999 in Beijing. 
59  This well respected successor to Maurice Strong remained in the direction of the UNEP an amazing 
seventeen years, from 1975 to 1992. Behind him is the Canadian Elizabeth Dowdeswell, with six years, until 
1998, and the German Klaus Töpfer who reached eight years. He was succeeded by Achim Steiner, who has 
been in office since 2006. 
60 Declaration of September, 1975: "Statement on Modification of the Ozone Layer Due to Human Activities: 
Some possible Geophysical Consequences", WMO/R/STW/2. 
61 See Benedick (1991). Another useful source, published soon after, is the chapter of Edward A. Parson, in 
Haas, Keohane and Levy (1993, p. 27-74). 



resulted from agreements between two dozen governments and the EEC. There were 23 

representatives who conceived and signed the Montreal Protocol on September 16th,1987. 

All were attentive to the fact that the more determined committee in London, to be held in 

1990, would occur only after relevant nations in the destructive substances market (in the 

North and in the South) ratified the document.62 

 

Seven victories 

There are also other facts that need to be before approaching the radical role 

reversal of Europe and the United States in the dynamics that led to the Montreal protocol 

about the ozone problem, and the Kyoto protocol about climate. 

First, the strong influence exerted by UNEP on the promotion of four other major 

conventions, prior to specific solutions to the ozone problem: the convention on 

international trade of endangered species (wild fauna and flora - CITES) in 1973; the 

convention of air pollution across borders (CLRTAP) in 1979; the "Law of the Sea" 

(UNCLOS) in 1982; and the convention of Basel in1989, relating to control of trans-

boundary movements and disposal of hazardous waste. 

Secondly, the use of this diplomatic conjuncture became particularly favourable 

because of the adoption of the Montreal Protocol, triggering two other conventions that 

would only later be open for signature at Rio-92: the one on climate change and the one 

about biological diversity. 

Thirdly, there is the common mistake in forgetting the Nairobi Declaration, 

published in May 1982 by the UNEP Council during the tenth anniversary of the Stockholm 

Conference. The referendum of the Nairobi Declaration was approved by the UN General 

Assembly on December 20th. Its eighth article predicted the elaboration of what was 

vaguely called the "Environmental Perspective”. This became the embryo of the World 

Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), established the following year.63 

                                                 
62 Besides the EEC, the Montreal Protocol was signed by fourteen northern governments (Germany, Belgium, 
Canada, Denmark, United States, Finland, France, Holland, Italy, Japan, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal and 
Sweden),  and eight southern governments ( Egypt, Ghana, Kenya, Mexico, Panama, Senegal, Togo and 
Venezuela). At the opening of the great event in London in June 1990, the Protocol had already been ratified 
by 30 countries of the North and 28 countries of the South, in addition to the EEC. Six countries sanctioned the 
document only close to the event, in the first five months of 1990: South Africa, Bahrain, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador 
and Zambia. 
63 The forgotten report "Environmental Perspective to the Year 2000 and Beyond”, considered by UNEP as 
"complementary”, is also mentioned. Equally significant is the fact that both, the proposed council of UNEP 
(UNEP, resolution 11/3 of 23 May 1983) and the decision of the UN General Assembly that created the 
commission and established its terms of reference (resolution 38/161 of December 19, 1983) do not mention 
the term "development", which became the title of the committee sometime in 1984. 



As already mentioned, the seminal report of this committee was submitted five 

years later to the UN General Assembly by Doctor Gro Harlem Brundtland. At the same 

time, the World Bank was adopting a unique policy about this same topic. Another factor 

that should not be forgotten is the strong influence on global public opinion resulting from 

the Chernobyl tragedy of April 26, 1986. 

Two other factors must also be considered: the UN Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC), established in 1988 by a partnership between the UNEP and the World 

Meteorological Organization (WMO), and additionally, the decision of the UN General 

Assembly to convene a second world summit, this time on "environment and development" 

- a fact that occurred in the same year and proved to have enormous historical 

significance. Brazil’s offer to host the summit was accepted in December 1989, only one 

month after the fall of the Berlin Wall.64 

 

Obstacle 

As important as this second mega-conference 65  has been to the process of 

understanding the international community on topics relating to environmental 

conservation, it is also necessary to mention the agreements, protocols and amendments 

of the period immediately afterwards. In the eight years before the turn of the millennium, 

there had been seven important agreements, plus a dozen other protocols or amendments 

to already existing treaties.66 

However, to be able to assess the momentum created by the Rio-92 convention, 

which affected the processes of international environmental negotiations, it must be 

emphasized that, of the total 1,075 multilateral agreements signed by the end of 2011, 

one-third (360) of them were signed during two decades that separated the Stockholm 

                                                 
64The resolution 44/228 was passed December 22, 1989, when President Fernando Collor de Mello 

was already elected. Collor had taken office on March 15, 1990 and appointed Joseph 
Lutzenberger (1926-2002) as the new Ministry of Environment, which previously was merely a 
Special Secretariat. 
65Excellent retrospectives exist on this subject. For example, Chapter 6 of Le Prestre (2005, p. 201-
41), or a section of "The Earth Summit: The peak on the journey" by Speth and Haas (2006, pp. 69-
81). 
66  The seven major agreements were: the conventions on climate and biodiversity (1992), the 
agreement on tropical timber and the convention on desertification (1994), the agreement for the 
realization of the "Law of the Sea" (1995), the convention on the shipping of hazardous substances 
(1996), and the Rotterdam Convention on trade of agrochemicals (1998). 



Conference from the Earth Summit (1971-1991), and almost half of them (520) were 

signed in the two decades after (1992-2011).67 

At the same time, the major impediment for progress in global environmental 

governance was the Kyoto Protocol, adopted by the second Conference of the Parties 

(COP) at the Convention on Climate Change on December 11, 1997. 

It is true, however, that a serious obstacle to success of any kind appeared in the 

third article of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 

signed during the Rio-92 convention: the highly popular "principle of common but 

differentiated responsibilities” which covertly intended to correct the 24th Principle  of the 

Stockholm Declaration.68 

From an ethical point of view, national responsibilities should be proportional to the 

emissions resulting from the consumption generated by each country’s population, 

combined with the each one’s capability in technological innovation to be able to make a 

transition to a low carbon economy. Instead, a terrible political criterion of differentiation 

prevailed: pioneering nations of the industrialization age were to be made exclusively liable 

for previous emissions made during a time when even the scientific community did not 

know about the seriousness of global warming. 

Thus the European Community and 23 other countries of early industrialization, 

listed in the 2nd Annex of the Convention, were all virtually made responsible for all the 

costs of fighting global warming.69 Fourteen countries belonging to what was then called  

"second world" were also blamed and included in the 1st Annex. There was no significant 

burden for all other countries which, with rare exceptions, corresponded exactly to the G-

77 + China.70 

 

Pyrrhic victory 

                                                 
67  Information gathered from Ronald B. Mitchell, 2002-2012, International Environmental 
Agreements Database Project (Version 2012.1). Available at: <http://iea.uoregon.edu/>. 
68This establishes the principle of the Stockholm Declaration: "All countries, big or small, should 
address international issues related to protection and improvement of the environment with a spirit 
of cooperation based on equality. The Cooperation behind the multilateral, plurilateral or bilateral 
agreements or other appropriate means is essential to effectively control, prevent, reduce and 
eliminate adverse environmental deeds resulting from activities in any area, in such a way that 
sovereignty and interests of all States receive the deserved consideration" (this book’s author’s 
italic notation, JEV). For a systematic explanation of the ethical misconceptions of the "principle of 
common but differentiated", see Garvey (2008). 
69 Initially there had been 24 countries, because Turkey was removed only by an amendment 
adopted at COP 7 in June 28, 2002. 
70Only six nations that were not part of the G-77 were not in Annex I: Albania, Bhutan, Cyprus, 
South Korea, Israel and Mexico. 



The incongruity of the Kyoto Protocol could have been foreseen several years 

before its adoption for, in the G-77 + China, along with a large numbers of poor countries 

showing a very small total carbon emission impact, there were also "emerging" countries 

with potential to at least counterbalance pro-climate actions possibly adopted by the North. 

This was the exact motivation that led the United States Senate to anticipatively 

veto the Protocol and not any other resolution agreement with such characteristic. Worse 

yet: the rare  95-0 vote could not help but bring to memory another vote - the 80-2 vote – 

intended to push President Reagan to be proactive in the adoption of the Montreal 

Protocol.71 

It is needless to deepen the comparison to display the Kyoto Protocol as a pyrrhic 

victory for the claims of the South against the North, which had already been inserted in 

the Convention signed in 1992. 

Part of the reason may be in the great affliction generated so that it would be ready 

before Rio-92. The General Assembly only triggered the preliminary understandings on 

Christmas Eve 1990 and the resulting committee that drafted the Convention proposal (the 

"INC") worked immediately, between February 1991 and May 1992. Aside from that, 

instead of initiating work through commitment of involved countries and only engaging 

other countries afterwards, as it happened with the ozone issue, the Kyoto Protocol was 

the result of negotiation between all nations that had signed the Convention in 1992. 

In other words, designed in fifteen months, this Convention (UNFCCC) was first 

hailed by the 172 participating governments of Rio-92, only later (via COPs) did their 

misleading generalities start to be converted, by all, into measures and concrete actions to 

mitigate global warming and leverage adaptation.72 

Apparently, this was a process which could emulate the success obtained with the 

establishment and evaluation of the ozone issue. However, it turned out to be a great 

underestimation of the obstacles that were being created so that effective global 

governance of climate could later come into place.   

                                                 
71 This very favorable decision to the Montreal Protocol took place in June 5, 1987; the significant 
banishment prior to the Kyoto Protocol took place on July 25, 1997. 
72Five years of hard work, reconstituted by Joanna Depledge within the commissioned research by the 
UNFCCC secretariat: "Tracing the origins of the Kyoto Protocol: An article-by-article textual history", Technical 
Paper, November 25, 2000. Available at: <http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/tp/tp0200.pdf>. See also Schröder 
(2001). 
 



Moreover, the attempt to imitate the Montreal Protocol was doomed to fail 

especially because, unlike the ozone situation, the cost-effectiveness estimate was quite 

negative in the country most responsible for the problem, the United States. 

 

 

National concern 

For the ozone, this analysis had proved itself very favourable. Besides, there was 

strong pressure from the public and from CFC consumers to adopt preventive measures 

against increasing risks of skin cancer. The initial resistance of affected companies – 

especially DuPont - was soon replaced by a firm prediction regarding the renewal of this 

market due to the impact caused by well-predicted technological innovations. 

The United States started to adopt unilateral regulations before first signs arose of 

a possible agreement with the more reticent European countries, led by the UK and 

France. Unlike what occurred in the northern European countries, especially the 

Scandinavian countries, in the UK and France companies took longer to believe in 

technological innovation. That certainly happened because they felt much less pressured 

by consumers and knew that their governments tended to see the problem as one more 

commercial manoeuvre made by the United States, similar to the environmental impacts 

caused by Franco-British Concorde aircraft. Faced with aggressive diplomatic leadership 

of the United States throughout the 1980s, this reticent behaviour was eliminated. 

The exact opposite happened with carbon. The elites of the United States quickly 

realized that mitigating actions went against national interest, as alarming estimated losses 

were predicted in cost-benefit analyses. 

Such a realization, by itself, may not have hindered any resulting policy in favour of 

global governance of the climate issue, ardently advocated by the altruistic tone of Al 

Gore. However, the unfavourable cost-benefit analysis was not alone, but rather alongside 

the perception of absence of public opinion pressure, since predictable effects of global 

warming are not even remotely comparable to the alarming news about skin cancer. To 

complete this scenario, companies were not inclined to invest in energy conversion, as 

decisive technical innovations were not even on the horizon.  

Under such circumstances, it remains difficult to determine whether the inefficiency 

of the Kyoto Protocol was mostly due to the inadequate perception of the anti-imperialist 

victory cultivated by the G-77 + China or if it was the fault of the equally ridiculous 

diplomatic incompetence of the Clinton administration in showing its potential allies that, in 



the Convention on Climate Change, there was a logic contrary to the national interest of 

the United States.73 

As it turned out, this protocol resulted in a very strong process of institutional inertia 

turning the subsequent COPs into almost “theatrical” events, particularly the one in 

Copenhagen in December 2009. It was a time in which there was slight hope the 

conference could refocus the negotiations. 74  

It is essential to point out the importance of the diplomatic game between the 

United States and China at this significant COP of Copenhagen. Without taking any step 

that could be disapproved of by their closest partners, Obama and Wen Jiabao have 

demonstrated to have more common interests than differences with each other. They 

strived to maintain the status quo, even though some of their remarks have allowed failure 

to be attributed only to China. 75 

 

Incapacity 

As the essential line of the Convention and its Kyoto Protocol was maintained, the 

theatricality of subsequent COPs became mere pantomime. With the COP in Durban in 

2011, the self-deception surpassed itself with the international community announcing an 

operation in 2015 to confront the climate issue, with a historic agreement that would take 

effect only in 2020. Meanwhile, the increase in emissions also increases the probability of 

the world’s average temperature to rise much higher than two degrees Celsius.  

In this regard, the law of institutional inertia ("path dependence") tends to make 

realistic solutions unfeasible. Such solutions could only exist with the pricing of carbon 

through international taxes, heavy investment in scientific and technological research 

focused on energy issues, and with a period of transition in which fossil coal and oil would 

gradually be replaced by various types of much less hazardous gases. Therefore, it has 

nothing to do with the idea of  establishing overall national goals to reduce emissions 

caused by production sectors. 76 

Since the 1990s, it became quite clear that the spread of conventions and 

protocols, with their independent secretarial staffs, created a serious threat to the UNEP. 

This program could become the main victim of its own success. Many achievements 

generated serious incoherence and fragmentation due to the multiplication of autonomous 

                                                 
73 There are many articles that present this comparison between the protocols of Montreal and Kyoto, but none 
is nearly as detailed and incisive as Sunstein’s (2007). 
74 Two Brazilian books about this topic: Abranches (2010) and Viola et al. (2013). 
75 As did Mark Lynas (2009), who attended the COP 15 as journalist and adviser of the Maldives. 
76 A more complete presentation of this thesis is made by Helm (2012).  



decision-making bodies, which prevented the United Nations system from coordinating 

institutions created during the 25-year period following the Stockholm Conference. 

Thus, five years before the third mega-conference in Johannesburg, quite 

confusing political and complicated academic debates arose, discussing the inevitability of 

a profound reform of global environmental governance, focusing, however, almost entirely 

on the UN system.77 

The UNEP had not reached its expectations in terms of a coherent and coordinated 

management of the political processes of sustainability. It had not established itself as the 

centre of the main multilateral environmental agreements, resulting in a more chaotic 

performance than expected. 

Four structural features that may have been created with the best of intentions 

eventually inhibited the UNEPs performance: 1) since it was created as a program, rather 

than as a specialized agency, its authority has been severely restricted by its status in the 

complex UN system,; 2) more attention was given to needs and demands of member 

nation-states, rather than to the UNEPs overall mission, 3) its financial structure allowed 

countries to pursue their own interests, using the Program to advance their own agendas 

at the expense of global or international activities; 4) the physical distance between 

centres of political activity negatively affected its ability to coordinate various 

environmental issues relating to other instances, as well as its ability to attract highly 

qualified personnel. 

Undeniably, the UNEP has always offered strong comparative advantages in 

environmental monitoring, assessment and information sharing, as well as being the 

regular forum for a reasonable international articulation. However, infrastructural limitations 

prevent it from having vision and long-term institutional strategy. 

The UNEP created many projects to support national efforts for environmental 

conservation and developed the basic understanding of global needs, but only with a 

strong ability to facilitate the viability of major multilateral agreements would they have 

engendered a more strategic approach. 

 

 

Commitments 

                                                 
77 The debate was triggered in 1998 by a paragraph of the report to the UN General Assembly on 
"Environment and Human Settlements," prepared by the "Task Force" chaired by UNEP’s then director Klaus 
Toepfer (A/53/463 of 6 October 1998). In this discussion, the following publications are highlighted: Hyvarinen 
and Brack (2000); Brack and Hyvarinen (2002); Rechkemmer (2005); Ivanova (2005); Swart and Perry (2007), 
Chen (2008); Prestre Le (2011). 



Thus, at the turn of the millennium, it became quite clear that global environmental 

governance needed more clarification regarding the mandates of its numerous 

organizations. There was also a need to develop a clearer vision and to identify priority 

issues to be addressed, as well as ways to put them into practice. In particular, there was 

a need to revise skills and resources of its main funding body, the Global Environment 

Facility (GEF) - established in 1991 – as well as the relationship with operational entities 

such as the United Nations Program for Development (UNDP) and the World Bank (IBRD). 

It is true that, at that time, the UNEP had started counting on the Global Forum of 

Ministers, comprised of all the environmental ministers of the world, not relying only on 58 

members of the administrative council in its structure. This was a way to ensure the 

effective prioritization of global environmental needs.  

Soon after, however, the document was adopted by the third summit, known as 

"JPOI" (Johannesburg Plan of Implementation), devoting the last 33 of its 170 paragraphs 

to the "institutional framework for sustainable development", without introducing any 

relevant change in the structure of the United Nations regarding the issue. This detail 

made it mandatory that this issue would constitute one of the two main topics on the Rio 

+20 agenda. 

Even so, in 2012, the UNEP did not turn into a specialized agency, as had already 

been proposed by France in 2003 and supported by a firm Europe-Africa78 alliance during 

the Rio +20 Convention. Such a transformation was certainly recommended by the 

overwhelming majority of scholars 79  who, during the last fourteen years had been 

discussing means for a possible reform of global environmental governance.80 

Nevertheless, there may still be considerable advances if the eight commitments 

included in paragraph 88 of the "The Future We Want" statement are carried out: 

“(a) Establish universal membership in the Governing Council of UNEP, as well as 

other measures to strengthen its governance as well its responsiveness and 

accountability to Member States; 

(b) Have secure, stable, adequate and increased financial resources from the 

regular budget of the UN and voluntary contributions to fulfill its mandate; 

                                                 
78 President Jacques Chirac presented this proposal to the 58th UN General Assembly on September 23, 2003: "Contre le 

chaos d'un monde par les secoué ecologiques disasters, appelons à une responsabilité partagée, autour d'une 

Organisation des Nations Unies pour l'Environnement ". 
79 A rare exception is the chapter of Adil Najam, in Brack and Hyvarinen (2002, p. 32-43). 
80 An important group of researchers who actively participate in the debate on "global environmental governance" has 

come to prefer the term "earth system governance", (2012). See also: <www.earthsystemgovernance.org>. 



(c) Enhance UNEP’s voice and ability to fulfill its coordination mandate within the 

UN system by strengthening UNEP engagement in key UN coordination bodies 

and empowering UNEP to lead efforts to formulate UN system-wide strategies on 

the environment; 

(d) Promote a strong science-policy interface, building on existing international 

instruments, assessments, panels and information networks, including the Global 

Environmental Outlook, as one of the processes aimed at bringing together 

information and assessment to support informed decision-making; 

(e) Disseminate and share evidence-based environmental information and raise 

public awareness on critical as well as emerging environmental issues; 

(f) Provide capacity building to countries as well as support and facilitate access to 

technology; 

(g) Progressively consolidate headquarters functions in Nairobi, as well as 

strengthen its regional presence, in order to assist countries, upon request, in the 

implementation of their national environmental policies, collaborating closely with 

other relevant entities of the UN system; 

(h) Ensure the active participation of all relevant stakeholders drawing on best 

practices and models from relevant multilateral institutions and exploring new 

mechanisms to promote transparency and the effective engagement of civil 

society.” 

 

The decision to gradually replace the "Commission on Sustainable Development" 

(SDC), established in 1992,  with the "High Level Forum" to follow the "implementation of 

sustainable development" (sic) also had strategic importance in avoiding overlap of 

existing structures. 

 

Complicated dynamics 

However, to better understand the very slow change of UN bodies involved in 

global environmental governance, it is essential to examine in detail what were the 

changes in multilateral environmental negotiations during the twenty years that followed 

the Earth Summit. It is important to examine not only the process as a whole, but 

particularly its main players and agendas. This is a type of empirical analysis that would be 

impossible to make without the invaluable monitoring done by the Earth Negotiations 



Bulletin (ENB), published by the International Institute for Sustainable Development 

(IISD).81 

Throughout the years that followed Rio-92, the North-South confrontation was 

expressed in international negotiations by a kind of “standard procedure”, in which the 

presidency opened a meeting by calling the spokesmen of the G-77 + China and the 

European Union. After that, specific countries made pronouncements, generally beginning 

with the U.S., without this necessarily creating a divergence or disempowerment of the two 

coalitions whose guidelines were presented by the G-77 + China and the European Union. 

Changes in objective situations of many countries, as well as on the new issues 

that have emerged in various areas of negotiations 82  have engendered internal 

diversifications in these two major coalitions. In the climate issue, "discussion groups" also 

emerged bringing together countries of the two poles. 

None of this seems to have matured to the point of changing the prevalent North-

South confrontation. It ended up giving rise to a much more complicated dynamics related 

to the Sustainable Development Commission (SDC), the Convention on Biological 

Diversity (UNCBD) to the Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and the Forum on 

Forests (UNFF). 

The number of coalitions in Sustainable Development Commission (SDC) doubled 

due to the consolidation of two new groups: the countries with economies in transition 

(essentially the former USSR) and non-European countries of the Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), now known by the acronym 

JUSSCANNZ - Japan, USA, Canada, Australia, New Zealand. The latter group, at the 

time, still did not have a definite membership of other countries such as Switzerland and 

Norway. 

Thus, since 2010, after the traditional opening lecture of spokesmen belonging to 

the G-77 + China and to the European Union, speeches from representatives of up to eight 

new groupings followed: 1) the least developed countries; 2) the landlocked countries; 3) 

the small island states of the Pacific; 4) the alliance of small island states; 5) the 

Caribbean Community; 6) the African Group; 7 ) the Arab group, and 8) the Rio Group.83 

                                                 
81 See <www.iisd.ca>. The information was fortunately brought together in the book edited by Chasek and 
Wagner (2012). The next few paragraphs, about coalitions, are based on Chapter 5 (pp. 85-106), Lynn M. 
Wagner, Reem Haijar and Asheline Appleton: "Global Alliances to Strange Bedfellows: The ebb and flow of 
negotiating coalitions." 
82 Mainly in the Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Convention on Biological Diversity (UNCBD), 
Forum on Forests (UNFF) and the Sustainable Development Commission (SDC). 
83  The Rio Group, founded in December 1986, is made up of Latin American and Caribbean countries: 
Argentina, Belize, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, 



In negotiations related to a biosafety protocol under the Convention on Biological 

Diversity (UNCBD), however, the major grain exporters created the "Miami Group"84, made 

of countries belonging to two major coalitions - G-77 + China and JUSSCANNZ – both 

opposing the persistent advocacy of the "precautionary principle" made by the European 

Union. Such advocacy, in turn, had great support from the South, but remained in 

contradiction with the main emerging countries. 

 

 

Innovations 

In order for such complicated configuration of forces not to stop the process, 

Colombian Minister of Environment Juan Mayr, president of the Conference of the Parties 

(COP) of Cartagena in February 1999 had a clear vision. Since the preparatory 

negotiations, he proposed the institutionalization of positioning, points of view and attitudes 

that had been growing until then. This gave rise to a "Group of Ten", consisting of 

spokespersons of six groupings: one of the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, one 

of the European Union, two of the Miami Group, four representing most countries of the 

South ("Like-Minded Group") and the "Compromise Group": South Korea, Japan, Mexico, 

Norway and Switzerland. 

Still under the conduction of Mayr, the Viennese perception in September in 1999 

created a negotiation dynamics that became exemplary and was named "Vienna Setting": 

a reunion in which each of the six groups was represented by two spokesmen assisted by 

a maximum of two assessors. 

Due to this and several other institutional innovations introduced by Mayr, the 

progress of understandings led, in 2010, to the revered Nagoya Protocol. The Nagoya 

Protocol is a rare example of effective progress made in global environmental governance 

after directing the recovery of the ozone layer, albeit still early to be sure about that. 

Nothing similar could be found, for example, within the Forum on Forests (UNFF), 

where coalitions  disassembled and recomposed, mainly due to a disagreement on how to 

finance its eventual decisions: would they be legally binding or not? On the other hand, 

there was also the decision on how to finance the only proposal approved unanimously: 

the need to establish a Global Fund for Forests. 

                                                                                                                                                     
Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Dominican Republic, 
Suriname, Uruguay and Venezuela. 
84 The Miami Group consists of Argentina, Australia, Canada, Chile, United States and Uruguay. 



The North has remained more or less united around the positions of the European 

Union, but the South appears to have had at least four major blocks: the Amazon Group 

(Brazil, Colombia and Venezuela), with the support of India, the Non-Amazon Latin 

American Group (Argentina, Chile, Costa Rica, Cuba, Guatemala and Mexico), supported 

by China, the Central American Integration System (SICA), and the African Group. 

The trend of negotiations was similar to the Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC). The former North coalition broke up into three parts, while the South had 

shown up to seven subdivisions. Simultaneously, two large "informal discussion groups” 

emerged, which brought together nations of both poles.85 

 

Other players 

All this shows that twenty years after the Eco-92 Convention, the diversity of 

national interests and some objective changes in international hierarchy - mainly by the 

political and economic rise of a "semi-periphery" – engendered a double dynamic which, 

without diminishing the dominant and inevitable North-South opposition, opens up space 

for the emergence of secondary contradictions that make the two broader coalitions to, at 

least temporarily, disaggregate.  

Under these circumstances, the much more discrete role played by other official 

players (different from national governments) was certainly crucial for a reasonable course 

of understanding. Such players were “secretariats”, international bureaucracies created to 

manage agreements. It was the duty of such secretariats to manage the numerous 

overlaps that resulted from the strong proliferation of conventions, protocols and additives 

that characterize the multilateral political process of environmental issues.86 

In the main example of overlapping, biodiversity loss, more than 150 international 

agreements could only be matched by the creation of a wide network coordinated by the 

Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity (UNCBD) which, ever since 2004 was 

named" Biodiversity Liaison Group "(BLG). This articulation gained special importance in 

                                                 
85 The sub coalitions of the North are: a) the European Union b) the "Umbrella Group" (Australia, Canada, 
USA, Iceland, Japan, New Zealand, Norway, Russia and Ukraine), and c) a small "group of Environmental 
Integrity "(South Korea, Mexico and Switzerland). The sub coalitions  of the South are: a) BASIC (Brazil, South 
Africa, India and China), b) the group of small island states whose acronym is AOSIS c) the group of least 
developed countries (LDCs), d) the Arab Group, e) the African Group; f) ALBA (Bolivia, Cuba, Ecuador, 
Nicaragua and Venezuela), and g) a group of mountainous countries, called the "Mountain Coalition Group". 
The "Major Economies Forum" consists of fourteen countries of the North along with eleven countries of the 
South.  The "Cartagena Dialogue for Progressive Action" has ten countries of the North and sixteen of the 
South. 
86 Cf Sikina Jinnah, "Singing the Unsung: Secretariats in global environmental politics" in Chasek and Wagner 
(2012, p. 107-26). 



2007, when the links to the climate agenda began to be directly addressed. In three years, 

biodiversity was no longer a passive victim of the impact caused by global warming, due to 

measures in response to the climate challenge, particularly related to adaptation.87  

In addition to this discrete activity of the Secretariats, the process of multilateral 

environmental negotiations has been greatly influenced by a third component which, 

besides being unofficial, is especially noisy: the acceptance of non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) as interlocutors of civil society. Up until the Rio-92 Convention, their 

participation had been restricted to a small group of large international NGOs accredited 

by ECOSOC. After this meeting, NGOs stopped being distant observers, and started 

playing a more active role, broadly and systematically, in essentially all multilateral 

understandings about institutions that regulate environmental problems. 

The differences among conventions (such as the climate or the biodiversity 

convention) and forums (such as forests), as well as the enormous diversity that 

characterizes the NGO community, generate frequent and at times  unpredictable changes 

in behaviour, ranging from testimonies to accusations, and also including, in most cases, 

the technical development of new institutions. 88 

The unfolding of such conflicts has made it very clear that the degree of legitimacy 

of a multilateral environmental negotiation increasingly depends on constructive 

involvement of NGOs, especially when they are strongly attuned to the scientific 

community and manage good involvement with the business and legal worlds. 

 

Three problems 

Therefore, the main issues of the global environmental governance debate do not 

differ from the debate about global governance of development: inequality, trends of 

change and organizational structure. 

With regard to the most significant problem, climate change, which is also the most 

urgent one, forty countries were responsible for 80% of carbon emissions in 2011. More 

than 50% of the emissions came from thirty countries: China, United States, 27 from the 

European Union and India. This percentage would be even greater if the calculation of 

                                                 
87 Although more recent, there is something similar in the agreements related to chemicals, focusing on the 
conventions of Rotterdam, Stockholm and Basel: the "AHJWG", "Ad Hoc Joint Working Group on Enhancing 
Cooperation and Coordination". 
88  Hence the title of the seventh chapter in Chasek and Wagner (2012, p. 127-48): "Witness, Architect, 
Detractor: The evolving role of NGOs in international environmental negotiations". 
 



each country’s emission were based on its population’s consumption, instead of on its 

productive systems. 

This scenario cannot be changed only by technological advances in the energy 

area. If in the coming decades no radical innovation emerges, the most that can be 

expected for 2050 is that carbon emissions remain at levels similar to those of today, 

pointing to a global warming of at least four degrees Celsius in the long term.89 

Although it is not absurd to suppose that the globalization project aligned with the 

"Washington Consensus" will make way to the still incipient "Sustainability Project", it is 

clear that the reformist forces which support it are far from prevailing in the complex 

search for climate crisis solution.90 

And environmental governance within the United Nations can only move forward if 

there is a real strengthening of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), as well 

as effective replacement of the Commission on Sustainable Development by the High 

Level Forum. However, while it is not possible to change the decision-making system, it is 

very likely that more significant progress will rely on prior and decisive mobilization of the 

G-20.91 
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89 See report "World in 2050, the BRICS and Beyond: Prospects, challenges and opportunities", PwC, January 2013. 
90 Conclusion reached by Viola et al. (2013). 
91 A matter underestimated by Biermann (2012): <www.earthsystemgovernance.org>. 

 



Consequences, projections and forecasts 

 

 

 

With nearly seventy years of global governance of development seriously 

disconnected from biosphere concerns (Chapter 1), and forty years of global 

environmental governance being strongly impaired by such incongruity (Chapter 2), it is as 

if the beautiful, sustainable development project consecrated at Rio-92 had not been put 

into practice yet.  

Simultaneously, with the advance of scientific research about the concrete situation 

on the state of current ecosystems, the concerns that motivated the implementation of the 

Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment in 1972 should only have increased. 

The course of global governance certainly would not have been so apprehensive if facts 

had had a more important role in forming people’s judgment, especially those of decision 

makers. 

The most glaring piece of evidence regarding this is, without a doubt, the course of 

global political understandings about climate change. 

As much as diplomatic corps disagree about what should be done in the short term, 

they reached an unusual unanimity in recognizing the need to follow one of the main 

recommendations of the UN Panel on Climate Change (IPCC): to half global emissions by 

2050 avoiding an increase in temperature of more than two degrees Celsius when 

compared to the average temperature of the pre-industrial era. 

However, what the fourth IPCC report really indicates is that a 50% cut in global 

emissions by 2050 also suggests a 50% chance of increasing the average temperature 

beyond two degrees Celsius. Worse yet, even an 80% cut in emissions by 2050 would still 

involve the possible risk of exceeding the strategic limit of two degrees Celsius. Certain 

researches indicate that such a risk would still exist, even if emissions were zeroed out by 

2050. 

In the final meeting of one of the most important scientific conferences on climate, 

held in Copenhagen in March 2009, there was an embarrassing situation in the last 

session when, after a synthesis of conclusions presented to the then Prime Minister of 

Denmark Anders Fogh Rasmussen, this prediction was mentioned. The Prime Minister 

reacted very badly, reminding more than a thousand present researchers how difficult the 



European decision-making process had been in establishing the goal of cutting emissions 

by 50% until 2050 and ensuring a maximum increase of two degrees Celsius. 

Four months later, the European Commission president José Manuel Barroso, 

reacted in a more intense, furious way upon hearing the same remark during a ministerial 

meeting held in the village of Are, three hundred miles from Stockholm. On this occasion, 

rectifications were proposed by special guest Johan Rockström, professor of natural 

resource management at the Stockholm University and coordinator of the best available 

monitoring methods on global ecological conditions.92 

Coordinated by Rockström, 29 researchers sought "to identify and quantify the 

ecological planetary boundaries that must not be violated," since this "can help prevent 

human activities from causing unacceptable environmental change." 93  

 

Red signal 

The first of these boundaries could only be the one on climate change, for which 

the process conducted by the IPCC does not lead to final conclusions, but does certainly 

allows for reaching a consensus about the probable, less fearful scenario. 

Mainly, this refers to the concentration of carbon dioxide, measured in volume, in 

parts per million (CO2 ppm), which would not allow the average temperature increase to 

exceed two degrees Celsius throughout this century. It is likely that this scientific 

consensus, proposed by the group, might now be very close to the 350 ppm. 

Accordingly, it is also possible that the next IPCC report will point out the need for a 

radioactive forcing goal 94  of only 1 watt per square meter, instead of the 1.5 watts 

indicated in 2009. 

However, nothing definite can be said about many other boundaries, especially the 

complex issue related to the erosion of biodiversity. 

                                                 
92 Such incident is reported in “science’s role and responsibility”, the third chapter of the book by Johan 
Rochstroem and politician Anders Wijkman (2012, p. 19-28). About the report that confirmed the conclusions of 
the "Millennium Ecosystems Assessment" (WRI, 2005) and made them more precise, see Rockström et al. 

(2009a and 2009b):<www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol14/iss2/art32/>. There is also a long "TED" video with 
subtitles in Portuguese. 
93 Nature: article by Rockström et al. (2009a): "Identifying and quantifying planetary boundaries that must not 
be transgressed help could prevent human activities from causing unacceptable environmental change. 
94The radioactive forcing indicates change in the balance between the radiation entering and exiting the 
atmosphere, caused by changes in gas concentrations. If it is positive, it reveals a warming. View: 
<www.mudancasclimaticas.andi.org.br/node/660> and <www.ipcc.ch/pdf/reports-nonUN-
translations/portuguese/ar4-wg1-spm.pdf>. 



Firstly, it is doubtful that the rate of extinction of species is a good parameter. 

Secondly, the idea that the extinction of one in every 100,000 species is a reasonable 

goal, seems to have no foundation.95 

It is very difficult to have a reasonable estimate of the rate of biodiversity loss96. 

One of the best estimates - if not the best - is the Global Living Planet Index, developed 

through a partnership between the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and the Zoological Society 

of London (ZSL), analyzing the period between 1970 and 2008. This index indicates a 

decrease of 28% based on the observation of 9,014 populations of 2,688 vertebrate 

species: birds, mammals, amphibians, reptiles and fish.97 

Nevertheless, this 28% decrease is the result of brutal contrasts between 

temperate and tropical zones. There was a 31% increase of populations in temperate 

areas, compared to a 61% decrease of populations in tropical areas. Yet, there is a strong 

variation among these numbers: for freshwater species, there was an increase of 36% in 

temperate zones versus a decrease of 70% in tropical regions; for marine species, an 

increase of 53% versus a drop of 62% has been recorded. For land species, the difference 

measured has been an increase of 5% versus a decrease of 44%.  

Another extremely serious problem is nitrogen, which is less studied and draws 

less awareness. Its use may have to be reduced from 121 to 35 million tons per year. 

However, it is extremely difficult to imagine how this cut can be achieved, since, until now, 

the use of nitrogen fertilizers has increased significantly more than agricultural production 

itself.98 Although it is an almost forgotten subject, the truth is that synthesizing ammonia 

was the revolutionary innovation in food production, enabling enormous prosperity and 

population growth throughout the twentieth century. Decreasing the use of nitrogen 

fertilizers may be a challenge as difficult, or even more difficult, than overcoming the 

energy matrix based on coal, oil and gas.99 

 

Yellow sign 

Among the main boundaries, which might not have been overstepped, two still 

need to be mapped to receive some kind of distinction, however inaccurate it may be: the 

concentration of aerosol in the atmosphere and general chemical contamination. 

                                                 
95 As the second row of Table 1. 
96The pessimist majority was opposed by environmentalists Costello, May and Stork (2013). 
97See "The Living Planet Index Database", WWF and The Zoological Society of London (2012).  
98 Cf. UN, UNEP (2011, p. 21). 
99 See Smil (2004). 



Oddly enough, these were precisely the two issues that emerged at the dawn of 

environmental consciousness during its beginnings in the mid-twentieth century. They 

were also the first issues addressed by national governments and regulated by innovative 

international legal instruments related to environmental conservation. However, 

quantification is inaccurate, for it is difficult to determine the amount of toxic substances 

that have been released into nature, or the amount of particulates that are present in the 

air at any given time. 

Five other planetary ecological boundaries seem not to have been crossed yet, 

although some may soon be. According to parameters established by the group convened 

by the Stockholm Resilience Centre, led by Rockström, there is still a margin for an 

increase in human water consumption, for the allocation of more land for agricultural 

production, for the release of phosphorus into the oceans, for the increase of the oceans’ 

level of acidification, and  that the stratospheric ozone layer would not be destroyed. 

In sum, this very brief overview of the main scientific work of reference shows that 

global ecological boundaries may have been well identified, but also demonstrates that the 

group was rather unsuccessful in establishing their limits. This makes it more difficult to 

aspire to the noble ambition of not passing such boundaries, and makes it even harder to 

know what “unacceptable” environmental changes really are.100 

Knowledge about the thresholds of ecological boundaries that could establish a 

"safe operating space for humanity" is still precarious. This is also the title of an article 

published by the group coordinated by Rockström in 2009 in the scientific journal “Nature”. 

Incidentally, it is important to state that the article ends by acknowledging the somewhat 

arbitrary nature of most numbers, given the great difficulty in quantifying. 101 

 

Ecological footprint 

 

In truth, this is exactly the same difficulty faced by the Ecological Footprint, a much 

more accessible procedure to evaluate ecological deficits or balances. It compares the 

pressure that humans exert on ecosystems to the ecosystems’ regeneration capacity, or 

"biocapacity".  

                                                 
100A more systematic exposition of the work coordinated by Rockström was made by Lynas (2011). 
101"Although we present evidence that three boundaries have been overstepped, there remain many gaps in 
our knowledge. We have tentatively quantified seven boundaries, but some of the figures are merely our first 
best guesses " (Rockström et al., 2009a, p. 475). 



"Biocapacity" is the ability of ecosystems to produce useful biological material and 

to absorb waste generated by human populations, according to current technological 

standards and management. Since the early 1970s, Ecosystem biocapacity has been 

generally exceeded by the amount of biologically productive land and water required to 

produce everything consumed by humans, as well as the amount needed to absorb 

human waste (also taking into consideration common technology and management 

practices). 

The idea of calling this pressure on biocapacity a "footprint" emerged in the early 

1990s, during the process of preparing a doctoral thesis on sustainable urban planning, 

concluded in 1994 by Mathis Wackernagel under the guidance of William Rees.102 

The initial proposal was to calculate what a "suitable carrying capacity" of 

urbanized areas would be. Soon the idea changed into the much broader and 

comprehensive approach of trying to estimate human impact on planet Earth. “Appropriate 

carrying capacity” is also the subtitle of the duo’s book which was released in 1996 and 

ended up creating the dynamic Global Footprint Network (GFN, Global Footprint 

Network).103 

This change makes it possible to understand why the Ecological Footprint 

corresponds to an area, always expressed in global hectares (gha). What the footprint tries 

to indicate is the biosphere area needed to support a certain demand required by human 

consumption, whether individual or collective, or even by the consumption of a given 

product. 

This change also explains why the depletion of other important resources, such as 

minerals, is not taken into account. Ultimately, biocapacity depends on each area’s 

guaranteed restoration through potential photosynthesis. As the resulting environmental 

impacts of resource exploitation are not part of biocapacity, they only affect calculation 

related to pressure or demand. 

Furthermore, for practical reasons, the only waste from human activities that is 

actually calculated is carbon dioxide emissions. Additional greenhouse gases, as well as a 

multitude of other toxic pollutants, are excluded.  

Despite these limitations, the Ecological Footprint is the only tool available to 

determine a general estimate of the distance that separates mankind’s prosperity from 

                                                 
102 The first publication about the Ecological Footprint was an article by William E. advisor Rees (1992). 
103Our Ecological Footprint: Reducing human impact on the Earth. Wackernagel and Rees (1996). The link is 
<www.footprintnetwork.org> GFN. 

 



what the group of 29 researchers coordinated by Rockström called “ecological 

boundaries”.  

As GFN estimates show, the "footprint" increased from less than 2.5 to 2.7 global 

hectares per capita ( gha per capita) between 1961 and 2008. Biocapacity, on the other 

hand, had a strong decrease during the same period: from more than 3 gha per c to only 

1.8  gha per capita. Thus, the "footprint" was equivalent to little over 80% of biocapacity in 

1961, but reached 150% in 2008.     

In other words, a balance which in 1961 corresponded to almost 20% of 

biocapacity changed into an ecological deficit of 50% in 2008. In one year (2008), mankind 

consumed what the biosphere is only able to regenerate in a year and a half. 

 

"Overshooting" 

The explanation given by the GFN for humanity to live with an ecological deficit of 

50% relies on a simple analogy to an over-drafted bank account. However, there is a 

fundamental difference: this type of bank account has a precisely stipulated limit on which 

the holder cannot claim ignorance. In the case of an overexploitation of ecosystems 

("overshooting"), the difficulty lies in knowing what the exact limit would be. 

Could the global ecological deficit actually increase from current 50% to 80% in 

2015, 100% in 2030 and 190% in 2050, as GFN projections suggest in a scenario that 

assumes more of the same, that is, BAU (“business-as usual”)? 

Or could significant socioeconomic and political changes be able to change current 

patterns of relationship between humanity and the rest of nature, avoiding such deficits? 

Fortunately, examining the Ecological Footprint’s major components can help this 

reasoning a great deal. They indicate that the "overshooting" is almost entirely due to a 

lack of carbon absorption and sequestration. Overall, this factor was responsible for not 

less than 54.4% of the total "footprint" in 2008. 

The second place was occupied by agriculture, with 21.9%. This was the only 

sector in which a slight excess of consumption was found, which in turn minimized the 

overdrive: a "footprint" of 0.59  gha per capita versus a biocapacity of 0.57  gha per capita. 

The other three sectors had positive balances rather than an ecological deficit.104 

Such evidence suggests that the estimate of the global ecological deficit can be 

summed up to what has often been called the "carbon footprint", although it would be  

                                                 
104See Table 4 at the end of the book. 



much more appropriate to call it "carbon load", since it is almost always expressed in 

weight (tons per capita,) rather than area ( gha per capita). 

This does not mean that the Ecological Footprint method should only focus on 

climate change. Even if this did not represent a serious problem for the small group of 

countries responsible for almost all emissions of greenhouse gases, it would not allow the 

vast majority of countries to identify which of their sectors would be most deficient.  

The main result of Wackernagel’s and Rees’ work, carried onward by the GFN, is 

far from apocalyptic. It shows that the challenge lies in increasing the consumption level of 

the poor with a simultaneous reduction of humanity's total Ecological Footprint. This 

challenge can be faced with serious technological advances, cultural changes and long-

term planning, even if it takes a long time: various decades of the 21st century, at best. 

 

Limits 

It may seem incredible, but such an optimistic evaluation was repeated in 2004 by 

two researchers who were known as the most authentic representatives of environmental 

catastrophism since 1972: Dennis L. Meadows, professor emeritus at the University of 

New Hampshire, and Jorgen Randers, President emeritus of the Norwegian School of 

Management. These are two of the main authors of the famous report to the Club of Rome 

that caused great uproar prior to the Stockholm Conference for emphasizing the existence 

of "limits" to the economic system’s bio-geophysical growth.105 

It is very strange that even today this report is overwhelmed with accusations that it 

has been as catastrophic as the mistaken assessment made by Thomas Malthus (1766-

1834). (Malthus’ evaluation stressed that it would be impossible for food production to 

keep pace with population growth). Meadows’ and Randers’ report should therefore be 

revisited forty years later. 

These were the conclusions of The Limits to Growth (LTG): 

"1) If the present growth trends in world population, industrialization, pollution, food 

production, and resource depletion continue unchanged, the limits to growth on this planet 

will be reached sometime within the next hundred years. The most probable result will be a 

rather sudden and uncontrollable decline in both population and industrial capacity.  

                                                 
105The evaluation is in the preface (p. xiv) of the two authors of the book Limits to Growth: The 30-year 
update (2004). Donella H. Meadows, who also authored the actualization, died suddenly in 2001. The first 
edition of the Club of Rome report, in the book of 1972, The Limits to Growth, had a fourth author, William W. 
Behrens III. This publication of Universe Books had translations in over thirty languages in subsequent years. 



2) It is possible to alter these growth trends and to establish a condition of ecological and 

economic stability that is sustainable far into the future. The state of global equilibrium 

could be designed so that the basic needs of each person on Earth are satisfied and so 

that each person has an equal opportunity to realize his/her individual human potential.  

3) If the world’s population decides to strive for this second outcome rather than the first, 

the sooner they begin working to attain it, the greater the chances of success.  

These conclusions are so far-reaching and raise so many questions for further study that 

we are quite frankly overwhelmed by the enormity of the task that must be accomplished. 

We hope that this book will interest people in many fields of study and in many countries. 

We hope it broadens space and time horizons related to their concerns and that they join 

us in understanding and preparing for a period of great transition – the transition from 

growth to global equilibrium."106 

Such conclusions should not have caused any nuisance, and even less shock, if 

they had been published, for example, after the release of the Brundtland Report in 1987. 

Fifteen years earlier, however, three propositions caused widespread rejection107, and still 

today are not absorbed by an important part of the elite, as shown in this interesting 

comment made by Brazilian ambassador André Corrêa do Lago: 

 

"Published a few months before the opening of the Stockholm Conference (March 

1972), this document presented an almost apocalyptic perspective of the 

consequences of the way 'progress' was being unfolded. The book reflected the 

view that modern society was headed for self-destruction, a vision increasingly 

exploited at that time, which caused several authors to highlight Thomas Malthus 

theories, stating that the world population will exceed the capacity of food 

production. (...) The given solutions questioned many aspects of modern industrial 

                                                 
106 These conclusions are found on page 29 of the paperback book published in 1972 by New American 
Library: "Our Conclusions are: 1) If the present growth trends in world population, industrialization, pollution, 
food production, and resource depletion will continue unchanged, the limits to growth on this planet will be 
sometime Reached Within the next one hundred years. The most probable result will be a rather sudden and 
uncontrollable decline in both population and industrial capacity. 2) It is possible to alter these growth trends 
and to establish themselves the condition of ecological and economic stability that is sustainable far into the 
future. The state of global equilibrium Could be designed so that the basic needs of each person on earth are 
satisfied and each person has an equal opportunity to realize his individual human potential. 3) If the world's 
people decide to strive for this second outcome rather than the first, the sooner they begin working to attain it, 
the greater will be their chances of success. - These Conclusions are so far-reaching and raise so many 
questions for Further Study That We are quite frankly overwhelmed by the Enormity of the job must be done 
We hope this book will serve to interest other people, in many fields of study and in many countries of the 
world, to raise the space and time horizons of Their concerns and to join us in understanding and preparing for 
a period of great transition - the transition from growth to global equilibrium. " 
107A summary of the debate in mid-1970s on the LTG is the book Limits of the Modern World: A study of the 
'Limits to Growth' debate , McCutcheon (1979). 



society, but estimated the need for drastic actions related to demography and 

preservation of natural resources, 'problems' associated with the Third World 

countries. These, of course, feared the support given by the Club of Rome to ideas 

of some sectors of the ecological movement.  Such ideas saw the development of 

poor countries as a threat to the planet. They believed that developed countries 

pollute, but if the poor countries tend to develop, the scale of destruction will be 

much higher. "108 

 

Moderation 

Contrary to what that kind of rhetoric seems to assume, the above described 

conclusions of the LTG were quite moderate, since in the most pessimistic part the 

conclusion states a clear condition: "If the present growth trends in world population, 

industrialization, pollution, food production, and resource depletion continue unchanged 

[...].” Trends of the world economy during the "Golden Age", (1948-1973), however, were 

never again approached, and it seems unthinkable that they might be.  

Conclusions were also made that in such conditions –if these trends continue 

unchanged - limits to growth would be reached sometime within the next hundred years. 

That is: 2072. Now, just as in 1973 the first major oil crisis and various other factors 

created a serious slowdown in global economic expansion, one can only conclude that, 

according to LTG criteria, there would be zero probability that limits to growth will be 

reached within this century. 

What matters most, however, is not to discuss the motivations of a smear 

campaign orchestrated against this report. It is much more important to understand what 

has been reported by authors as the limits to economic expansion. Whoever reads the 

LTG after being influenced by the crossfire that affected the report may be very surprised 

not to find any of the predictions used in attempts to discredit it in the book.109 

For several scenarios (or "global models") trends about nineteen non-renewable 

resources110 and two dozen other variables were extrapolated: economic growth, industrial 

production, savings, steel consumption, energy consumption, population, birth rate, calorie 

intake and proteins, nutrition and life expectancy, food production, arable land, fertilizer, 

                                                 
108Cf.Corrêa do Lago (2006). 
109 See, e.g., M. R. Simmons, "Revisiting The Limits to Growth: Could the Club of Rome have been correct, 
after all?", Energy Bulletin [online] (2000), <http://www.energybulletin.net/1512.html>, apud Norgard et al. 
(2010, p. 59-63). 
110They are: aluminum, coal, cobalt, lead, copper, chromium, tin, iron, natural gas, manganese, mercury, 
molybdenum, nickel, gold, oil, platinum, silver, tungsten and zinc. 



concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, nuclear waste, and pollution of various 

kinds. 

Besides not predicting the depletion of resources in the next hundred years, no part 

of the LTG denies the high probability that technological changes could alter the prospects 

outlined in commentaries presented in six tables and 48 charts. 

In this content, it is not at all in line with Malthus.  What is shown is the exact 

opposite. The fourth chapter, devoted to this theme, finishes with an observation that could 

never be diminished when the issue is either the irrational rejection of benefits of 

technological advancement or an irrational acceptance: "Perhaps the best summary of our 

position is the  Sierra Club’s motto: Not blind opposition to progress, but opposition to blind 

progress." 111 

 

Confirmation 

The truth is that LTG should be considered optimistic if compared, for example, to 

its first actualization, twenty years later, under the impulse of scheduling the Rio-92 

conference. In “Beyond the Limits” (BTL), prepared by the three main authors of LTG, all 

emphasis was put on the ascertainment that the excessive change on ecosystems already 

shaped the transgression of boundaries ("overshooting").112 

Still, the last chapter of the second update in 2004, dedicated to "tools of transition towards 

sustainability", puts so much confidence in the future that it ends up disagreeing with the 

diagnosis made in three steps: a) statistics on exponential growth, considered the driving 

force b) limits, now divided between renewable sources, non-renewable sources and 

sewage or waste c) scenarios obtained by projections made by "World3", the second 

version of the model.113 

Nearly forty charts - twelve on increasing human pressures and 26 on the 

biogeophysical limits - confirm the aggregate calculations made biennially by the 

Ecological Footprint Network. The twelve images explaining the projections are quite 

compelling with the evidence that humanity has already crossed a sustainable level limit, 

                                                 
111 "We would deplore an unreasoned rejection of the benefits of technology to the strongly we argue here 
against an unreasoned acceptance of them. Perhaps the best summary of our position is the motto of the 
Sierra Club: "Not blind opposition to progress, but opposition to blind progress'" (LTG, p. 160). 
112"BTL repeated the original message, in 1992 we concluded that two decades of history mainly supported the 
conclusions we had advanced 20 years earlier. But the 1992 book did offer one major new finding. We 
suggested in BTL that humanity had already overshot the limits of Earth's support capacity. This fact was so 
important that we chose to reflect it in the title of the book "(Meadows et al., 2004, p. Xii). 
113The LTG was also confirmed by the Turner’s research (2005). 



but not enough to trigger changes that would produce a decline in its Ecological 

Footprint.114 

The outlook showing that decisive actions towards a sustainable future may only 

emerge after severe crises corresponds to Dennis Meadows’ view, while differing from the 

point of view adopted by his late wife and by Jorgen Randers. Meadows’ late wife 

expressed a “relentless optimism" in people’s ability to radically change their attitude if well 

informed, whereas Jorgen Randers has a diametrically opposite conviction, described as 

“cynic”. He believes that humanity will continue the pursuit of its short-term desires, 

ignoring signs until it's too late. Randers thinks, with sadness, that society will not act in 

favor of a brave new world of sustainable development.115 

 

Relative decoupling 

The chances for Donella H. Meadows’ "relentless optimism" to find confirmation 

depend on three different formulations for the same phenomenon: the possibilities of 

"dematerialization", increased "eco-efficiency", or finally "decoupling" between economic 

growth and environmental impacts. 

However, there is much evidence against the thesis that this is the solution towards 

sustainable development, since “decoupling” cannot be absolute, even in cases where it 

has been very positive. 

As an example, one can state the sharp declines in carbon intensity, or the decline 

of the global economy’s energy intensity. Today, the amount of primary energy per unit of 

product is one-third smaller than it was in 1970, a phenomenon that developed three times 

faster in countries of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 

(OECD). 

In the United States and Britain, current energy intensity is 40% lower than in 1980. 

As a result, more efficient use of energy resources also engendered sharp decreases in 

carbon intensity.116 

                                                 
114"Humanity is in overshoot When the human ecological footprint is above the sustainable level, but not yet 
large enough to trigger changes that produce a decline in its ecological footprint" (Meadows et al., 2004, p. 
174). 
115"Dana was the unceasing optimist. [...] Jorgen is the cynic. He believes that humanity will pursue short-term 
goals [...] to the bitter end, ignoring the increasingly clear and strong signals until it is too late. It is sad to think 
that voluntary society will forsake the wonderful world that could have been. Dennis sits in between. Ultimately 
he believes actions will be taken to avoid the worst possibilities for global collapse. He expects that eventually 
the world will choose the relatively sustainable future, but only after severe global crisis. [...] It is impossible to 
combine these three outlooks in one common view of the most likely global future. But we do agree on what 
we hope might happen "(Meadows et al., 2004, p. Xvi). 
116See Jackson (2009). 



This trend, however, was not equally favorable in absolute terms. It was quite the 

opposite. Carbon dioxide emissions resulting from the use of fossil fuels have increased 

80% since 1970. In 2009 they were almost 40% higher than the 1990 reference year of the 

Kyoto Protocol. And since the year 2000 there has been a great increase in the use of 

coal, considered the most damaging among fossil fuels (oil, gas and coal). 

The lack of correspondence between absolute and relative changes in the use of 

natural resources is even more shocking for metals. In the case of copper and nickel, it is 

not even possible to observe relative decoupling. Recently, the same has occurred with 

iron and bauxite. The extraction of these four primary metals has increased more than the 

total production of goods. Even worse is what has been happening with non-metallic 

minerals: cement production more than doubled since 1990, surpassing 70% of the global 

economic growth measured by GDP. 

Technological progress does not seem to account for two other factors that 

contribute most to the environmental impact of human activities: population size and its 

level of affluence. The innovation that generates decoupling is also unable to reduce the 

absolute pressure on natural resources whenever its effects clashes with these two 

increases: the increase in population and its consumption levels. 

Often, decoupling cannot be immediately translated into lower absolute pressure 

on natural resources because of a "rebound effect". The savings achieved through 

increased energy efficiency tends to be employed in the consumption of other goods and 

services, with energy costs that can lead up to a game summing up to zero, a situation 

described as "backfire".117 

Furthermore, decoupling is contradicted by the mere possibility of launching new 

products that are less eco-efficient. Innovation dynamics, one of the main driving forces of 

the capitalist economy, does not allow companies to ensure their survival only by 

attempting to minimize cost. It is important for companies’ adaptation to seek innovations 

that are more attractive and exciting to consumers, even if such innovations are more 

expensive and require the use of more natural resources. 

 

Peaks 

Since October 2011, however, evidence favorable to the aforementioned 

"relentless optimism" began to emerge. Some evidence which seems to confirm the 

                                                 
117See Sorrell (2007). 



hypothesis of absolute decoupling was revealed by a pioneer study by independent 

researcher Chris Goodall about the UK, "Peak Stuff".118 

Goodall gathered a series of empirical data able to show that the UK began to 

reduce their consumption of "physical" resources sometime between 2001 and 2003. 

Evidence includes a wide variety of goods, ranging from water and paper to building 

materials. The research does not exclude the impact of imports, as it often happens in 

debates about the mitigation of global warming. 

Statistical series employed in this study were the material flow accounts prepared 

by the “Office of National Statistics” (ONS). They allowed the calculation of three 

interesting composite indicators. 119  The first indicator estimates the "Total Domestic 

Extraction" (TDE). The second adds imports and deducts exports, indicating "Direct 

Material Consumption" (DMC), and the third incorporates estimates of materials used in 

other countries to produce the goods imported by the United Kingdom ("Total Material 

Requirements," TMR). A summary of the results of these three indices for the period 2001-

2009 is presented in Table 5, at the end of this book. 

If the data referred only to 2009, the fall could have been attributed to the recession 

that began in 2008. It is also important to note that the UK population increased 2.4% 

between 2003 and 2007. Therefore, one still must know when exactly this trend began, 

resulting in absolute decoupling. This can be verified by comparing the peak of 

consumption of certain inputs prior to 2007, the year representing a highpoint of GDP and 

GNP. 

In addition to the eight inputs shown in Table 6, Goodall’s study also considers 

other cases, such as the registration of new cars and electricity consumption in homes and 

during trips. They also seem to confirm a downward trend during the same period, but with 

less clear indications. The review of this specific evidence makes it evident that statistics 

on clothing consumption indicate the contrary, with highs above the GDP and the GNP to 

the threshold of the 2008 recession. 

Nonetheless, it was Goodall who made the first explicit demonstration that absolute 

decoupling is truly possible.120 He did not intend to go beyond the explanation based on 

                                                 
118Chris Goodall, "'Peak Stuff': Did the UK reach the maximum use of materials resources in the early part of 
the last decade?", October 13, 2011. Available at: <http://www.carboncommentary.com/wp-
content/uploads/2011/10/Peak_Stuff_17.10.11.pdf>. 
119Statistical data of "Material Flow Accounts" consider three major segments or types of inputs used by the 
economy to generate value, which then generate wastes: biomass, minerals and fossil fuels. 
120Although not presented in the same way, a similar phenomenon may be occurring in other advanced 
economies, as shown, for example, the "Sustainability Monitor for the Netherlands 2011": <www.pbl.nl / sites / 
default / files / cms / publicaties/MDN_2011_ENG_Miniboek.pdf>. 



the most efficient use of resources engendered by technological progress, but cites other 

hypotheses suggested by readers of his study’s drafts:: the highest changes of residence 

occurred in 2002, and income inequality prevalent until 2007, made that available income 

remained stagnant for 99% of the UK population.  

Whatever the best explanation may be, there’s evidence that, for the first time, the 

hypothesis that there is no incompatibility between economic growth and sustainability 

became reasonable. Or even better: it is not always mandatory that growth of an advanced 

economy increases pressure on natural resources. Economic growth on this type of 

economy may not require a proportional (or more than proportional) increase in the volume 

of the consumed material goods. 

According to this perspective, as a “mature" economy would not necessarily be 

without growth, the main question about sustainability of development would then be 

related to the time required for most of the global economy to "mature", as there are 

currently, at the most, 20 economies similar or comparable to the one of the UK.121 

 

 

Turning point? 

In the opposite direction of the “relentless optimism” stays the strong thesis that 

economic growth will inevitably be prevented due to a shortage of natural resources that 

became crucial with the Industrial Revolution and its subsequent developments within the 

scientific-technological innovations, especially in the energy field.  This belief tends to gain 

more audience in times of economic crises that are often triggered by financial crises. 

During the 2007-2008 crises, at least three books with gloomy prognoses about the 

coming decades had media impact. All showed evidence about the depletion of natural 

resources. One of them guarantees that this disaster will occur in 2020 or 2030 at the 

latest.122 The second book prefers not to predict any time period and emphasizes the 

                                                 
121 It was with the same interrogation, about the drama between "within time" and "too late", that the famous 
science journalist Fred Pearce completed an extensive dossier, published by the magazine, New Scientist, in 
June 2012, about the issue that Goodall called “Peak Stuff" and chose to rename "Peak Planet". Even though 
it is not comparable to the analytical rigor in the pioneering work of Goodall, this dossier presents very 
interesting data through a dozen communicative graphics. One of the most impressive graphics shows sharp 
declines in water consumption between 2005 and the crisis that began in 2007-2008, especially in Germany, 
the UK and Japan, and a near stabilization in the case of the United States. See 
<www.newscientist.com/article/dn21886-peak-planet-are-we-starting-to-consume-less.html>. 
122 See Martenson (2011). 



inevitable end of economic growth.123 The third book goes even further, ensuring that 

growth has already ended due to insurmountable reasons.124 

The common denominator between these essays is the conclusion that physical 

limits will, during this century, end up causing a "crash", an "end", or a "disruption" in 

economic growth. This would lead human societies to adapt to entirely new circumstances, 

something Paul Gilding, author of the third essay, named as "the birth of a new world." 

None of these books expresses pessimism about such readjustment, even though one 

cannot even imagine what this post-growth era could be.   

Certainly, a great stimulus for this kind of predictions is provided by natural 

sciences researchers when they misuse the expression "tipping point" 125 , generally 

referring to events from which certain systems change irreversibly from one state to 

another. The more typical meaning is used in Malcolm Gladwell’s best seller, where he 

emphasizes the critical moments in which changes occur that, although small, create an 

extraordinary effect.126 

Surely this was the reason that lead one of the world’s most important scientific 

journals - Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS) – to use the term 

"tipping elements" in a special issue dedicated for this topic.127 Or, better yet, to simply end 

with such ambiguity and use a more appropriate expression: "state shift”. Sixteen 

outstanding authors had already done so in an excellent report about the subject published 

in Nature.128 

There is nothing in biological systems that can be defined as stability or equilibrium. 

On the contrary, their behavior is always unstable and unbalanced, even when variations 

in a given period can be seen as deviations from the average, something that often leads 

to the erroneous deduction that this average is a state of equilibrium.  

                                                 
123 See Heinberg (2011). 
124 "What I am arguing is that growth has effectively ended for reasons that are now locked in" (Gilding, 2011, 
p. 67). 
125 Even greater impact caused the expression "point of no return", used by British scientist James Lovelock in 
the article and interview for The Independent, in early 2006, at the beginning of the release of his penultimate 
book, with the strangely animist title: “The Revenge of Gaia”. Six years later, his yaw by 180 degrees obtained 
even more impact: in April 2012 he told MSNBC that nobody knows what is happening with the weather, 
although many thought they knew: "This led to the publication of some alarmist books , including mine. " See 
<http://worldnews.nbcnews.com/_news/2012/04/23/ 11144098-gaia-scientist-james-lovelock-i-was-alarmist-
about-climate-change?lite>. 
126 See Gladwell (2009). 
127  "Tipping Earth Elements in Systems - Special Feature", Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences of the United States of America, vol. 106, No. 49, December 8, 2009. Available at: 
<www.pnas.org_cgi_doi_10.1073_pnas.0911106106>. 
128 Article of June 7, 2012: Barnosky et al. (2012). 



In this dynamic, change from one state to another can be caused either by a 

threshold, as well by a sledgehammer effect. The best example for the second one is 

deforestation with the use of a chain carried by two motorized vehicles.  The threshold 

effect" is a cumulative and incremental process that reaches a critical point, impossible to 

be predicted. In both cases, change of state is abrupt and leads to another level (or 

average of deviation) outside the range of fluctuations noticed in the previous state. 

Change of state caused by the threshold effect (also called "critical transitions" in 

the article published by Nature), are usually irreversible, as indicated by seven well-known 

episodes: the last transition from glacial to the interglacial era, the five major extinctions, 

and the Cambrian explosion. But knowing this does not seem to contribute much to the 

identification of symptoms or signs, warning that another of such critical transitions could 

be close.  

 

Black swan 

Although the capability of anticipation or biological foresight is small, for a wide 

range of ecosystems there are many "ecological surprises" which suggest a total 

impossibility in predicting certain phenomena. It is a highly improbable chance, also known 

as the "black swan logic". According to this thesis, certain events may be caused or 

exacerbated precisely because they are unexpected - in other words, when what is not 

known becomes more important than what is known.129 

For sixteen scientists who wrote the Nature scientific article, a new change of state 

on a planetary scale is highly plausible and involves two enormous uncertainties:  its 

inevitability and the time period in which it may occur, if truly inevitable. Scientists suggest 

that it may be decades or centuries, if the change of state has not already begun. 

Unfortunately, the criteria that could assist in these evaluations are often elusive and 

transitory.  

Thus, as serious as the known consequences of a difficult global environmental 

governance may be, there is no scientific basis to state that "we are very close to a 

saturation point, at which the biosphere could not endure additional stress."130 Or, even 

more catastrophic, that “the planet is hitting the point of no return." 131 

                                                 
129 See Lindenmayer et al. (2010) and Taleb (2011). 
130 This sentence can be found at the beginning of the first chapter in Rockström’s and Wijkman’s book 2012, 
p. 1). 
131 How Jeffrey Sachs would have said during a speech in the United Nations, according to Chiaretti (2012). 



Thus, if there is no global environmental collapse on the horizon, one cannot even 

expect that local processes such as in Rwanda and Haiti are significant enough so that, in 

the global governance realm, environmental issues are regarded as at least as important 

as issues that threaten security or economic stability.132 

There are those who become disgusted with this scenario, believing that 

projections and forecasts presented above are more than enough for the so-called 

"precautionary principle" to be taken seriously into account by the international community. 

This issue will be addressed in the next chapter, dedicated to the pursuit of a more general 

explanation to the evidences presented so far. 

 

                                                 
132 The eminently environmental reasons of the tragedies of Rwanda and Haiti are not often remembered.  
Therefore, the chapters 10 and 11 of Diamond (2005, pp. 377-428) are highly recommended to read. 377-428). 



 

4. 

Understandable? 

 

As much as the consequences of the contradiction between standpoints regarding 

global governance (discussed in Chapters 1 and 2) can be a matter of concern, it does not 

mean that the resulting projections and forecasts presented in Chapter 3 are perceived as 

an immediate or short-term threat. Such projections have not been able to raise 

sustainability to the top of the agenda of the highest levels of governance, such as the 

UN’s Security Council, the G20, the IMF, the WTO, the World Bank, or even the Hague 

Tribunal for example. 

However, one could imagine the exact opposite if the reference point was, for 

example, the famous Rio Declaration (1992)133. The same could be said about the "plan" 

adopted in Johannesburg (2002) - despite being somewhat biased - and even about the 

lofty writing of the Rio+20 conference, entitled "The Future We Want" (2012). 

Based on the assessment that seems to be supported by most diplomatic corps of 

the 132 nations that make up the G-77 + China, the Rio Declaration would have failed for 

not having emphasized  the “social pillar” of sustainable development, one of the "three 

pillars" according to the formula that has become a mantra in every multilateral negotiation 

since 2002 (Johannesburg).134 

The truth, however, is that in 1992 this bizarre comparison to "three pillars" had not 

even been invented. It only became widespread in 1997 and was initially within companies 

and not among nations.  

In a book that has become a classic of entrepreneurial instruction, the author, 

British consultant John Elkington, stresses the need for management focused on three 

dimensions which, in English, begin with the letter "p": "profit", "people" and " planet ".135 

The influence of this triad - better known as the "triple bottom line" - became so strong 

that five years later it had already influenced the document written during the 

                                                 
133 “Plan of Implementation of the World Summit on Sustainable Development” (JPOI). 
134 Unlike the claim of Rachel Kyte, in “Forward” from World Bank (2012 ), according to which the sin of the 
Rio-92 would have been to overemphasize the social issue at the expense of economic growth! See Chapter 
1, Note 24. 
135 See review of the book Cannibals with fork and knife; The Triple Bottom Line of 21st Century Business,  Cf. 

Veiga (2011). 



Johannesburg summit, contradicting the third principle of the Rio Declaration, as stated 

below: 

“3) The right to development must be fulfilled so as to equitably meet 

development and environmental needs of present and future generations". 

Incredibly enough, this statement was translated into Portuguese by the Brazilian 

government with considerable distortion, stating that: 

3) “O direito ao desenvolvimento deve ser exercido de modo a permitir que sejam 

atendidas equitativamente as necessidades das gerações presentes e futuras”. 

(The right to development must be fulfilled so as to equitably meet the needs of 

present and future generations).136 

In the original version, the adverb "equitably" refers not only to present and future 

generations, but also to "development and environmental" needs. That is, this principle 

reaffirms the indissoluble connection established since the first mega-conference 

(Stockholm, 1972), in which development and environment are "integral and indivisible", 

as stated in Strong’s formula. By suppressing the qualifications of the word "needs" (as a 

noun), the Brazilian translation differs radically from Declaration’s original text.137 

It would be naive to assume that it was a simple mistake made by translators, since 

this makes it easier for the Brazilian diplomacy to manipulate the original meaning of the 

Earth Summit. 

By emphasizing that the Rio-92 Conference was summoned after the publication of 

the Brundtland Report, whose wide dissemination enabled new aspects to enrich the 

debate on environment, Ambassador André Corrêa do Lago adds a statement that is 

simply untrue: 

"The report equally introduced new approaches and shaped the concept of 

sustainable development, a goal that requires balance between 'three pillars': the 

economic, the social and the environmental."138 

By reading the Brundtland Report, one cannot infer that sustainable development 

would have only three dimensions. It is even less possible to conclude that this idea could 

have been affected by the mechanical metaphor of "pillars" to be "balanced". On the 

contrary: in rare occasions where the report uses the term "dimensions", it presents long 

lists that end with "etc.”. 

                                                 
136 See transcript at p. 269 of the book by Corrêa do Lago (2006). 
137 Moreover, the legal ambiguity of the term “needs” reinforces the problem of a lack of clarity about what 
would be the individual right and the duty of the State in relation to the maintained environment. And would all 
human ideas and ambitions which were not treated equivalent to “needs” be left out. 
138 Corrêa do Lago (2006, p. 18, my emphasis, JEV). 



In a retrospective about the Rio-92 Conference, the ambassador also said that the 

idea of "three pillars" would have favored an understanding between the developed and 

the undeveloped blocks. He even celebrates Maurice Strong’s defeat in trying to 

strengthen the UNEP, claiming that Mr. Strong attends to only one of the "three pillars".139 

 

Trap 

This "three pillar" operation set a trap: to affirm that the environment would be no 

more than a third part of sustainable development, instead of enhancing the understanding 

of the environment as the basis and material condition - biogeophysical - of any possible 

human development. Worse yet, this belief does not promote the need for integrating all 

aspects involved in the issue. 

The key players responsible for this intended ambiguity do not even doubt the 

importance of other dimensions, as for example, the "political" dimension140 or "security" 

regarding development, as well as "climate" or "biodiversity" regarding sustainability. 

They are not interested in the cognitive consistency of this "three pillar" fable, but 

are only concerned with the practical advantage that it offers to diminish the environment 

during multilateral diplomatic negotiations. This intention became clear during the 

preparations for the Rio+20 Conference, when representatives of the Brazilian government 

said that such a conference should be "about development, not about the environment." 

They even preached about the need to diminish the importance of the environmental 

aspect of the conference.   

Even more serious, however, is that the document "The Future We Want" ended up 

confirming the mutation that had already been selected in Johannesburg, increasing the 

chances of not complying to the third principle of the Rio Declaration.141 

None of the possible political setbacks observed during the Rio +20 Conference is 

strong enough to be compared to this political turnaround started at the dispiriting 2002 

summit: the lessening of the importance of ecological boundaries that have been, or are 

close to being surpassed, promoting the illusion that only a third of sustainable 

development depends on its biogeophysical basis . 

                                                 
139 Cf Corrêa do Lago (2006, p. 56 and 77). 
140 In this sense, it is a must-see video from the insightful ten minutes speech of the plenary Rio +20 by the 
President of Uruguay, José Mujica, in June 2012 : www.youtube.com/watch?v=zsOGZKRVqHQ. 
141 Not so much in the mechanistic acceptation of the supposed “three pillars”, because such stupidity only 
escaped the title “Environmental pillar in the context of sustainable development” (section “C”, after § 86). But 
surely, in accepting that sustainable development has three dimensions, a catchphrase that is repeated twenty 
times in the text. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zsOGZKRVqHQ


Since Stockholm, in 1972, the international community acknowledged that the 

national imperatives of development and environmental care would have to be treated as 

two sides of the same coin; never should one side supplant the other during multilateral 

negotiations. 

However, the retrospective regarding global institutions, as presented in Chapters 1 

and 2, showed the contrary. Developmental ambitions were overly respected in all 

environmental negotiations, as evidenced, for example, in the disastrous Kyoto Protocol. 

Pretty much the opposite occurred with the environmental issue during multilateral 

understandings on development, as the precarious Millennium Development Goals clearly 

shows. 

While the protocol prevented any possibility of a prudent approach to the main 

environmental threat, the most important statement on human development prospects for 

the 21st century dismissed the seriousness of practically all global ecological boundaries. 

The question to be answered, therefore, is precisely that which is the title of this 

chapter: how to understand, interpret and, if possible, explain that, even twenty years after 

its allegiance in Rio, the strongly celebrated agenda about sustainable development, 

pompously entitled "Agenda 21", has not even engendered a reasonable level of 

governance? How is it possible to understand that one of the main principles of the Rio 

Declaration could be outlawed by the adoption of a trap made by the so-called "three 

pillars"? 

 

Power relations  

What seems most needed in order to arrive at a proper interpretation of the 

dynamics of global politics, which stopped the process of sustainable development 

governance, is the interdisciplinary research on international relations (IR), which began at 

the end of World War I.  

The first department dedicated to this topic was created in 1917 by the University of 

Aberystwyth in west Wales, with the essential motivation to study the causes of war in 

order to avoid it in the future. At that time, former political science professor Woodrow 

Wilson was president of the United States since 1912. It was he, who, during the First 

World War, gave priority to bringing liberal democratic values to the rest of the world, 

starting with Europe. He played a decisive role in the Peace of Versailles and in the 

establishment of the League of Nations, as outlined in Chapter 1. 



Given the inconsistency of this project, added with the rapid rise of Nazi fascism in 

Germany, Italy and Japan, it was not necessary to wait for the outbreak of World War II for 

a 180-degree turnaround to hit the newborn branch of knowledge. In mid-July 1939, the 

impressive book The Twenty Years’ Crisis (1919-1939): an introduction to the study of 

international relations, by E. H. Carr, was sent to the printing press. The book was in its 

proving phase, in early September, when the war broke out.142       

Heavily criticizing the previous normative vision, Carr’s book emphasized the need 

to study how the world really worked, rather than speculate on how it should be, an original 

sin committed by the pioneer scholars of International Relations (IR). Thus the "realistic" 

theory was born. It became, for a long time thereafter, the dominant analytical matrix for 

scholars, and mainly for decision makers.  

According to this established tradition, International Relations are seen as naturally 

contentious, and Nation-States are believed to always end up in war to solve differences 

between the interests they represent. Therefore, according to this vision, nothing could be 

more important in IR than the issues of national security and state survival. As a result, it 

would not be possible to assume that a cooperative progress comparable to national 

politics could exist in the international context. The central element of the realist theory is, 

therefore, power or, more precisely, stability and changes in power relations imposed by 

major world powers, with either consent or submission of the rest of the world.143 

After World War II, this realistic pattern of analysis of IR only gained more strength 

with the East-West rivalry emphasized by the Cold War. Thus, the predominance of 

realism, as a theoretical approach for the study of International Relations simply became 

overwhelming. At the same time, however, this theory was already being questioned by 

research studies focusing on the relationship between Western nations. 

Studies on the process of regional integration in Europe, and also on the positive 

functioning of the United Nations and organizations created at Bretton Woods, have led 

                                                 
142 See the original preface of the author: p. xxxvii of the second edition in Portuguese by editor Editora UnB, in 
2001. Edward Hallett Carr, British diplomat since 1916, attended the Versailles Peace Conference and 
occupied positions in many countries before assuming the Woodrow Wilson Chair of International Politics at 
Aberystwyth University in 1936. Since the beginning of the World War II he was for nearly fourteen years 
associate editor of The Times. In 1953, he returned to the academic life to develop vast work about the Soviet 
Union at the University of Cambridge, where he died in 1982 at age 90. See Chapter 1, footnote 3. 
143 There is no avoiding a major simplifying, as much in this profile of realism, as well as what will arise later on 
the other two major theoretical traditions of the IR: the institutionalist and constructivist. There are many greatly 
detailed explanations in a lot of textbooks, including: Walnut and Messari (2005), Jackson and Sorensen 
(2007), Dunne et al. (2007) and Castro (2012). 



some researchers to conclude that the old liberal ideas could not be dismissed as 

"utopian"-  a mistake made by Carr during the early stages of realism.  

 

Institutions and culture 

This is how a competitive theoretical matrix began to take shape which, only 

decades later, would become as important, or even more important, than the realistic 

matrix. When the Cold War ended, it became clear that none of the numerous "hot wars" 

of that period had occurred between democratic societies. Thus, breaking with realism, 

these rebel thinkers were increasingly highlighting the wide possibilities of cooperation 

between nation-states whenever common interests were present. Unlike realists, they 

emphasized the effectiveness of institutions. Therefore, the best label for this second 

matrix would be "institutionalism", instead of the inappropriate, frequently used expression 

"liberalism" or, even worse, "neoliberalism", terms that generate confusion and end up 

getting mixed up with the theory that  dominated economic science between 1980 and the 

period in which the 2007-2008 crisis  began.144 

Throughout much of the second half of the twentieth century, studies on IR were 

polarized by a tug of war between realists and proponents of institutionalism. This did not 

prevent, however, the emergence of reconciliation attempts, as well as great radical 

criticism to both visions. Criticism was made especially by dissenting voices influenced by 

Marxism, by ideas of the Frankfurt School, or by discussions initiated in other areas of 

humanities, such as post-structuralism and postmodernism. This peripheral and extremely 

confusing process created a third matrix: constructivism.145 

Instead of focusing on objective processes based on power relations, as in realism, 

or in cooperation, as in institutionalism, all emphasis is now given to ideas and values of 

social players during the build-up of power and the international regimes that mutually 

influence each other. The central and common premise to all constructivists is that the 

                                                 
144  Robert O. Keohane, one of the leading exponents of this second theory (if not the main exponent), 
published an article in 1995 with Lisa Martin in which they refer to "liberal institutionalists", and not to 
“neoliberal institutionalists”. 
145 In many presentations of the theories of IR, constructivism still appears as if it was only one of the variants 
of the so-called “post-positivist” approaches. And there is no agreement among the authors of these works on 
how to classify the “English School”, also called the “International Society”. Indeed, if all the trends and 
ramifications were treated separately, the results would confirm the impression of the “theoretical chaos” 
denounced by Professor Amado Luiz Cervo (2008). This is the case, for example, of  the manual introductory 
in Dunne et al. (2007), which distinguishes eleven “theories”: classical realism, structural realism, liberalism, 
neoliberalism, English School, Marxism (and critical theory), constructivism, feminism, post- structuralism, post 
-colonialism and even  “green theory”. 



world is not predetermined, but built while social players relate to each other. This 

extremely subjective matrix is often called "cognitivism” in important handbooks. 146 

Although brief, the above stated summary of the three major theoretical standpoints 

that coexist in International Relations research is enough to wonder which one would allow 

a better interpretation of the facts narrated in chapters 1 and 2 about global governance of 

development and the environment. 

 

Eclectic? 

The answer proposed here is that, as long as not one of the viewpoints alone can 

be sufficient, none can also be rejected. For example: the impasse about the climate 

system created by a clash of interests between developing countries and the group of 

nations that support the U.S. position (JUSSCANNZ) during the Kyoto Protocol 

negotiations can only be understood by the realistic approach. 

From another point of view, however, there could be no better evidence favoring 

institutionalism than the blatant success of the ozone regime, especially since the London 

Round in June 1990. 

Likewise, only with the help of constructivism can one understand the tremendous 

role the UNEP had among intellectuals, leading to the formation of all environmental 

regimes created since the Stockholm Conference in 1972. Although main agreements 

were only signed during the Rio-92 Conference, they would not have been created without 

UNEP’s earlier initiatives. 

Such conclusions may suggest that the adoption of an eclectic point of view is the 

only way out.147 However, what these findings really indicate is the large distance that 

exists between studies on International Relations and the most general and ontological 

point of view regarding society’s evolution. 

Such gap, which in turn never existed in Anthropology or Archeology, has already 

been slightly reduced in fields like Psychology, Economics and History. But fields like 

Sociology are quite resistant to reducing differences, perhaps due to Spencer’s 

evolutionary perspective and to the disastrous "social Darwinism" approach. A possible 

                                                 
146 See Hasenclever et al, (1997). An exhibition of this matrix is in Adler (1999). 
147 “Eclectic theorizing” is the proposal by researchers who determined  the uselessness of adhering to any of 
the three lineages,  or any of the other “theories” or “schools” mistakenly called “paradigms”. Recent review of 
this imbroglio is in Maliniak et al (2011). 



movement has not even started in Political Science, much less in studies regarding 

International Relations.148 

Interestingly enough, since Darwinism’s conceptual structure is a philosophical 

system, it is intriguing that many fields of study maintain a certain distance from this 

paradigm that resulted in one of the major, if not the most important,  scientific 

revolution.149 

Some of the few 20th century scientists who rowed against the tide, stating that 

Darwinism would  make sense in other fields besides the biological sciences, left works of 

tremendous heuristic contributions. Unfortunately, these contributions tended to be 

rejected by most orthodox subject areas.  

There is probably not a more shocking case than the one of almost forgotten 

Kenneth Ewart Boulding (1919-1993), an honorary degree Doctor in thirty different 

universities, approaching subjects such as economics and political science. He is also 

honored for his contributions to various fields of humanities, as well as for his research on 

peace. Having originally graduated in Economics, he founded, in 1954 – along with two 

biologists and a mathematician - the association that became the International Society for 

the Systems Sciences (ISSS). 

 

Ecodynamics 

 

Among the thirty books published by Boulding between 1941 and 1993, the most 

relevant regarding an evaluation of International Relations theories is, undoubtedly, 

EcoDynamics: a new theory of societal evolution. Most of the book is dedicated to the 

evolution of society, after presenting a few chapters on the two other evolutionary patterns: 

physical and biological evolution150. According to Boulding, besides evolution, the only 

other universal process is the increase in entropy, stated as the second law of 

thermodynamics.151 

                                                 
148 The potential of the evolutionary theory for the IR remains ignored despite pioneering efforts by George 
Modelski, available in the “The Evolutionary World Politics Homepage”: 
http://faculty.washington.edu/modelski/, as well as the rare books: Thompson ( 2001), Thayer (2004) and 
Modelski et al (2007). A situation that might be enough to change the probable persuasive influence of 
Fukuyama (2011). 
149 See Dossier "Darwinian Evolution and Social Sciences", Estudos Avançados vol . 22, No. 63, 2008, pp. 
245-80. 
150 Originally published in 1978, but well revised in the edition of Sage Publications Inc., 1981. 
151 About entropy, see Cechin (2010) and Georgescu - Roegen (2012). 

http://faculty.washington.edu/modelski/


His "new theory on societal evolution" starts with the idea of hereditariness 

developed through learning. He even created the neologism “noogenetics”, which could 

become even more relevant than "biogenetics”, since the processes by which each 

generation of humans teaches the next generation is much more important than the 

biological transmission of genes.152 

Boulding considers unlikely the existence of genetic obstacles to learning, since 

they can be overcome with the use of certain teaching techniques. The author is 

convinced that the "biogenetic" limits to learning are rarely achieved. It seems, on the 

contrary, that learning patterns establish their own limits.153 

One of the main differences that can be identified while comparing biological and 

social dynamics is, of course, the ability of organization development. The physiology and 

life cycle of ancestors of social insects and of humans differed greatly as each took 

different evolutionary paths, as only humans created advanced societies.154 

 

 

Organizers 

There is nothing in biological dynamics similar to human activities able to create 

organizations, which Boulding named "social organizers". Enzymes could be suggested, 

but this would be a far too precarious analogy. Social organizers are relationships between 

two or more individuals that lead to the creation of large networks of hierarchy, 

dependence and reciprocity. 

There are three major classes of social organizers, depending on relationship 

basis: threats, exchanges or integration. 

The term "threat" has two meanings and one of them can lead to confusion. When 

the word "threat" is used in terms of a natural disaster, such as some extreme weather 

conditions, it is a false animist analogy of the term’s true meaning. 

Threat itself is an expressed or implied statement, made from one person to 

another, such as "you do something that I want or I will do something you do not 

want”, or "you do something that I will perceive as improving my condition or I will 

do something you perceive as worsening yours”. Four types of reactions are 

possible to threat: submission, defiance (challenges, feints, bluffs, and boasts), 

                                                 
152 "The processes by which of human beings each generation learns from the last are far more important than 
the biological process by Which genes are inherited" ( Boulding, 1981, p. 123). 
153 “The human mind is a vast ballroom. Most of us paint ourselves into a tiny corner of it because we learn not 
to learn. It is very rare that we press against the genetically imposed walls." (Boulding, 1981, p. 123). 
154 Depth analysis of this difference can be found in Wilson (2013). 



counterthreat (deterrence), and flight. Arms race is then the most obvious example 

of threats between nations.  

A relationship of exchange between two parties often begins with an invitation, 

rather than with a challenge. This invitation can be something like "you do something I 

want and I'll do something that you want", or just the famous "it is in giving that we 

receive”. In opposing threat, exchange involves, of course, reciprocity. 

It is worth remembering that the exchange of goods is at the basis of labor division, 

and that labor division itself generated innumerous things to diversify economic systems. 

Therefore, besides the inter-relationships between production, consumption, prices and 

stocks, the image chosen by Boulding for his model was the one of interrelations between 

exchanges and threats, which allowed him to outline some basic schemes relating to the 

Theory of Games. 

Much less obvious is the third class of social organizers, which the author called 

the “integrative system”. It involves all kinds of relationships that bring people together or 

separate them, beyond threats and exchanges155. It is certainly not easy to set such 

systems apart, since concrete relationships involve some combination of the three. Even 

so, it makes sense to separate patterns of social systems into: “something public” (or 

“polity”), in which there is a predominance of the system based on threat; economy, 

prevailing the system based on the exchange; and a third set ("integry") made up of 

phenomena that are not primarily political or economic (such as identity, gift, status, 

emotional symbols and, most importantly, legitimacy). 

 

Affinities 

Of course, the similarity between Boulding’s three "social organizers" and the three 

theoretical lines of descent that gradually emerged in research on International Relations 

(having power, interests and knowledge as central variables) is not a coincidence. Given 

such strong affinities, one can only think that none of them alone would be able to grasp 

the essential dimensions of IR. The best, therefore, is to replace the competition between 

these three lines of thought with the attempt in trying to find a kind of labor division, or 

synthesis. This was the wise conclusion reached by one of the best studies on each 

system’s theoretical approach.156 

                                                 
155  These organizers go from love/hate of identity/alienation, through pity/envy, sociability/misanthropy, 
consent/dissent, legitimacy /illegitimacy, dominance/subordination, equality/inequality etc. 
156 See Hasenclever et al. (1997, p. 211-2). 



Therefore, the idea of simultaneously assembling the three matrices in the concrete 

analysis of a concrete situation (instead of choosing just one of them as a "theoretical 

milestone") has nothing to do with being “eclectic”. This can be the only way to understand 

the persistent gap that exists between global governance of development and the 

environment, more than twenty years of trying to merge them into what would become 

governance of sustainable development. 

What really changes depending on what is being analyzed is the relative weight 

given to each of the three variables. And this cannot always be estimated with a reduced 

margin of error. 

In the case of the Bretton Woods agreements, for example, which were quite 

influential in the beginning of the development of governance, it would be impossible to 

deny the importance of the foresight and brilliancy of British proposals elaborated by 

Keynes (constructivism scores), although much of these proposals were changed during 

the two preparatory years in order to be accepted by the United States. 

The predominance of guidelines made by White in terms of the "joint statement" of 

April 1944 is quite evident. Transcripts of debates held at the Mount Washington Hotel 

make it clear that basically all consensus reached resulted from bilateral understandings 

between the United States (the 20th Century’s great hegemonic power) and Britain (the 

power prevalent during the previous century). Here, indeed, realism scores. 

However, the normative and organizational structure which made the thirty glorious 

"Golden Age" years possible resulted in innovations that would not have been made 

possible without the intense multilateral cooperation involving almost all 44 nations that 

legitimated agreements and were engaged in the construction of the IMF, the IBRD and of 

the GATT. This structure was achieved even with the notable absence of the Soviet Union, 

who refused to join because of the transparency norm, a requirement that involved regular 

reporting of economic information. Thus, the Soviet Union did not participate in 

organizations created by Bretton Woods, a decision taken by Stalin (1879-1953) 

(institutionalism scores).157 

 

Cowardice 

Likewise, the legitimacy of the idea that there would be no real conflict between 

development and environment – considering, according to Maurice Strong, that they are 

two "integral and indivisible" features - was the general sense that predominated at the 

                                                 
157 See Andrade (2013, p. 7). 



Stockholm Conference. This conference created the UNEP, which is responsible for all 

that has been achieved so far related to global environmental governance (institutionalists 

score). 

However, it is also unanimously clear that the conference was extremely successful 

because of an important incident:  one year prior to the conference, a group of intellectuals 

met at Founex and created a platform able to guide understandings between North and 

South (in order to approve the Stockholm Declaration). Besides that, the platform guided 

practically all major conventions and protocols that underlie global environmental 

governance (constructivists score). 

Should one give less attention to the fact that most developed countries, starting 

with the United States, needed to respond to strong public pressure, and therefore 

engaged in holding this conference proposed by Sweden? Should the surprising 

acceptance of Chou En-lai and the presence of the still incipient G-77, which allowed 

raising the number of delegations to 144, despite the boycott of the Soviet bloc, be 

considered of secondary importance? Certainly it is impossible to understand the 

Stockholm Conference without paying attention to this specific geopolitical scenario 

(realism scores). 

It is also true that the Bretton Woods and the Stockholm Conference are two clear 

examples of successful multilateralism. Would same reasoning work for a reversed case, 

such as the impasse on the climate issue? 

It is certainly almost unfair to choose the climate system as a way to inquire about 

the explaining capacity of each theoretical approach: realist, institutionalist and 

constructivist. Each one, individually, is able to “pass the test”. However, a broad, thorough 

and systematic research study coordinated by Eduardo Viola not only criticized the three 

matrices, but emphasized the "need to create a new conceptual framework for addressing 

the climate challenge in the IR realm".158 

An even more skeptical view about the three theoretical frameworks seems to 

support the analysis made by Sergio Abranches (another Brazilian political scientist who 

most dedicated his attention to this theme) of the two dramatic weeks in December 

2009 during the COP 15 held in Copenhagen. Although his book is full of arguments 

favoring the three matrices, they are not even evoked.159 

                                                 
158 See Viola et al. (2013, p. 363). 
159 Two passages of the conclusion deserve registration: “Neither the author will find the perfect concept, nor 
his orgasmic search of a proper concept suitable to help to better explain the phenomenon”  [ ... ] “The 
academy confuses, accuracy and formality. Being more formal does not mean being more precise. Come up 



Moreover, in the best analysis on the failure of current efforts and about what 

should be done so that a transition to a low carbon economy occurs, Dieter Helm does not 

even make the effort to question what the debate among internationalist political scientists, 

regarding the evolution of what they call the climate regime, would be. Taxing carbon 

consumption in order to invest more intensively in energy technologies able to overcome 

the fossil era, as well as the need for a transition based on gas (natural, shale etc.), has 

absolutely nothing to do with the institutional way engendered by the COPs at the 

Convention on Climate Change.160 

Therefore, instead of looking for evidence outlined in Chapters 1 and 2 that could 

eventually “escape” the triple determination of IR theoretical matrices - power, interests 

and knowledge (or threat, exchange and integration, in the Boulding’s evolutionary 

approach) - it is more productive to resume with the intriguing question announced at the 

end of Chapter 3 about the "precautionary principle".  

 

Mistake 

Well before becoming the essence of the 15th Principle of the Rio Declaration on 

Environment and Development, the need for "precaution" appeared in national legislations 

with several formulations that varied significantly when it came to obligations. The most 

remembered are some Swedish and German laws. Since the early 1970s, such laws had 

the idea that, possible danger to health and the environment could require anticipated 

initiatives so as to avoid them. This should be done even if scientific evidence was still not 

sufficient to reasonably assess the probability of risk. 

This idea began to establish itself as a possible legal standard because, when it 

came to environmental health, scientific research had taken too long to prove relations of 

cause and effect, therefore preventing serious human rights violations from happening.  

The best example, and probably the oldest, is the damage caused by asbestos. Only at 

the very end of the 20th century, scientific evidence led European countries to ban all forms 

of asbestos. This decision was upheld by the WTO in 2001, against the appeal interposed 

by Canada, one of the leading exporters of asbestos, although the use of asbestos was 

                                                                                                                                                     
changing the task to understand and explain, albeit tentatively, even provisionally, the endless grinding of 
terms which at the end, leaves more apart than together. Distancing it from clarity” (Abranches, 2010, p. 286).  
160 "For a solution we have to look elsewhere. The practical question is whether these Kyoto-based ultimately 
summits are even positive. By carrying on the process is largely fruitless years, the need to explore 
alternatives is not given the priority it deserves. A credible Plan B struggles to get off the ground, whilst world 
leaders to continue to chase the deeply flawed Plan A. Indeed, the negotiating process itself becomes the 
barrier - and an excuse - for not taking seriously other options" (Helm, 2012, p. 170-1). 



already forbidden in Canada itself. However, first suspicions that the material could harm 

health had arisen in England at the end of the previous century. 

Although the European Union has already banned asbestos, mesothelioma, the 

type of cancer caused by contact with asbestos has a very long incubation period. 

Therefore, it is still expected to cause 250,000 to 400,000 deaths within the next 35 years. 

In the Netherlands alone, it is estimated that that approximately 34,000 deaths, along with 

19 billion euros could have been saved if the country had opted to ban asbestos in 1965 

instead of in 1993. At that time, the cause and effect relationship was plausible, although 

still unproven. In 1993, the degree of uncertainty was finally minimized. 

The example of asbestos is sufficient to understand the ethical and moral basis of a 

standpoint favoring precaution, as well as the difficulties of transforming it into compliance. 

Depending on its formulation, this rule could be paralyzing, unenforceable or ineffective. 

One can reason with the following hypothesis: if scientific conclusion on asbestos had 

been the opposite, banishment in an uncertain situation would have generated higher 

costs than the 19 billion euros, without avoiding any deaths. 

One can think, for example, about the great controversy of genetically modified 

food, so that one can realize the practical difficulty in applying the rule of precaution. So 

far, it is impossible to say, with a reasonable margin of error, if the best bet was Europe’s 

or the United States’. 

The supposition that a global understanding about the necessary steps to avoid the 

violation of ecological borders (as specified in Chapter 3) could be accomplished by loyalty 

and respect to the 15th Principle of Rio Declaration, can only be understood as a serious 

mistake.161 

It is clear that, instead of this “precautionary principle”, what directs steps in these 

multilateral negotiations are the cost-benefit estimates made by major powers. Such 

estimates include, without a doubt, pressures arising from internal political contexts. Added 

to this is the aggravating circumstance that risk probabilities are calculated for a time-

horizon based on several decades, which involves the even more complex issue of 

solidarity among generations. Perhaps, they may not even be the great grandchildren of 

current decision makers. 

None of this diminishes the importance of asking why the number of nations that 

have ratified the Convention on Climate Change, or the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety, 

                                                 
161 Out of the broad variety of literature on the “precautionary principle”, the review of Sunstein (2003) and the 
report of the COMEST (2005) deserve special highlighting. 



under the Convention on Biological Diversity is so high. These are two key devices that 

explicitly included restatements of the Rio Declaration’s 15th Principle.  

The answer may lie in the formulas of selected writings. The Cartagena Protocol 

simply reaffirms the original version of the Rio Declaration, which determines that Nation-

States must respect the principle “in accordance to their capabilities”.  And the Convention 

on Climate Change was even further by demanding that policies and precaution measures 

are “cost-effective”, in order to “ensure global benefits at the lowest possible cost”. 

These agreements only exist because, in appropriate conditions to multilateral 

cooperation, which in turn favor the creation of necessary arrangements towards 

governance, their content represent what the interaction among many nations selected 

within possible ways of adapting to the prevailing power game. Besides being realistic, 

institutionalist and constructivist, this simple observation is, more than anything, 

evolutionary. 

 

Reciprocity 

It is true that, in a common understanding of the evolutionary approach, this 

somewhat “diluted” result of what is the precautionary principle should be attributed 

exclusively to self-serving behaviors of players that participate in global negotiations. 

However, this stereotype does not match the consensus created among social Darwinist 

scientists, according to which human beings are not inherently selfish or altruistic. 

In reality, humans behave simultaneously as conditional cooperators and altruistic 

punishers. They are as willing to cooperate with others as much as they are ready to 

punish those who violate rules of this cooperation. This can happen even in circumstances 

where they have to take on unrecoverable costs. This pattern was named “strong 

reciprocity” by researchers of the evolutionary line.162 

This helps prevent apocalyptic conclusions based on the fact that the international 

community is strongly incurring irresponsibility, underestimating the signs of violating 

ecological boundaries, called “overshooting”. 

                                                 
162 Among the leading analysts of this behavioral pattern stand out economists Herbert Gintis, Samuel Bowles, 
Ernst Fehr, the anthropologist Robert Boyd and psychologist Joseph Henrich, authors of the article "Strong 
reciprocity and the roots of human morality," Social Justice Research, vol. 21, No. 2, June 2008. 



It is not possible to discard the possibility that “altruistic sanctions” may be adopted 

if the consequences of global warming are confirmed through catastrophic increase of 

extreme events, long before the permafrost begins to liberate its methane.163 

It is also entirely possible that nothing similar occurs before the emergence of a 

radical energy innovation, which may have great influence in a peaceful change of the 

international order, denying predictions about an inevitable world war by midcentury.164 

But, there is only interest in this kind of speculation about the future if, in some way, 

it helps to understand why the scientific evidences summed up in Chapter 3 still exert little 

influence on the course of International Relations. This should not necessarily lead to 

gloomy conclusions about what such a situation announces for the future of global 

governance. 

 

 

 

Epilog 

 

The disgovernance of sustainability, having its consequences evaluated in the last 

two chapters, may still last a long time, especially because it results from a historical 

mismatch between economic activity and political order. The accelerated globalization of 

economic activity has been followed by inevitable political resistance due to a 

strengthening of national sovereignty processes, which not always consider advances in 

democracy. China is a good example in this case.  

Therefore it must be assumed that, just like global stability and global peace, an 

effective governance of sustainability will essentially depend on the relationship 

established between China and the United States. As Henry Kissinger stresses, a cold war 

between these two countries would prevent progress throughout a whole generation on 

both sides of the Pacific. It would even disseminate disputes between local and regional 

policies exactly when global issues such as nuclear proliferation, climate change and 

energy security require intense global cooperation. 

If this assumption is correct, all possible advances of global governance will 

strongly depend on the power acquired by American “neoconservatives” and Chinese 

                                                 
163 Soil found in the region of the Arctic, the permafrost is composed of earth, rock and ice permanently frozen. 
It covers large reserves of methane, a greenhouse gas thirty times more potent than carbon dioxide. 
164 For example, the founder of Stratfor, the world's largest intelligence: Friedman (2009). 



“triumphalists”. Both sides bet on an inevitable conflict, believing that the Chinese dream 

will necessarily become the American nightmare, even though a peaceful Chinese rise 

may be viable.  

The available alternative is to focus on building a “Pacific Community”, which would 

allow a co-evolution of the Chinese-American relationship. With the help of this 

community, the two countries could pursue their domestic imperatives, cooperating 

whenever possible and always adjusting in order to minimize conflict. One side would not 

endorse the other’s objectives and would much less presume complete identity of interest. 

Both, nevertheless, would seek to identify and develop complementary endeavors. 

This alternative would certainly promote an agreement at the G-20, which in turn 

would unlock the greatest of all determinants of sustainability: the process of 

decarbonization. Instead of waiting for a consensus on objectives to reduce emissions of 

national production systems in 2015 (which would only start being enforced by 2020), an 

agreement on taxation of carbon consumption would be much better, even if such taxation 

be restricted to the 45 G-20 countries. This resolution would give a crucial impulse to 

technological innovation related to renewable energy, while natural gas, the least harmful 

fossil fuel, would help the transition. 

This means that the “advanced course” of the European Union, South Korea and 

Japan, as well as the “conservative” tendency by India and Russia, which were greatly 

emphasized by Eduardo Viola and colleagues, may be less important than they seem. 

Much more important is to know at what rate the United States and China are “advancing 

in a moderate way”. 

Still farther away from this evaluation is what Sérgio Abranches considered to be a 

“realistic, feasible and relevant agenda” in 2010: to introduce the Copenhagen Agreement 

to the formal multilateral UN system, in order to be strengthened and deepened, as a 

voluntary process, by membership. It could, however, become increasingly politically 

binding. 

What governance of sustainability can indeed expect from the UN is that the 

ongoing attempt to replace in 2015 current Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) with  

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) becomes successful (even though it is simply 

impossible to know whether such SDGs will be adequate to reduce the Ecological 

Footprints of the North, with simultaneous reduction of global socioeconomic inequalities). 

Even assuming that this may be the case, it will take a long time until effective impacts in 

the guidance of national policies can be felt.  



All this seems to indicate that, besides being too optimistic, the prediction 

mentioned in the prolog of this book, stating that a shift towards a sustainable world could 

fall into place by 2020, separating the current stage of “turbulence” from a “time of 

transformation”, will probably not become true. It is most likely that turbulence and 

transformation continue in a symbiotic state, and that such an alternation or clear 

dominance of one over another never be established. 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1 

THE THREE BORDERS ALREADY TRANSGRESSED 

 

   Current Pre- 

Process of the   Proposed status industrial 

Earth system Parameters border (2009) value 

 

Climatic  Atmospheric 

change concentration  

 of carbon dioxide 

 (units per million  

  in volume) 350 387 280 

 

 Change in  

 radiative   

 forcing  

 (watts per  

 meter squared) 1 1,5 0 

 

Loss in  Rate of extinction 

biodiversity (number of species  

 per million of  

 species per year) 10 + de 10 0,1 a 1 

 

Nitrogen  Quantity of  

cycle removed nitrogen  

 in the atmosphere for 

 human use (tons  

 in millions per year) 35 121 0 

 

Source: Rockström et al., “Planetary boundaries: Exploring the safe operating space for humanity”, Ecology 

and Society, 2009b, 14(2): 32 [online] <http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol14/iss2/art32/>. 

 



 

 

 
Table 2 

TWO BORDERS WITHOUT DEMARCATION 

 

   Current Pre- 

Process of the   Proposed status industrial 

Earth system Parameters border (2009) value 

 

Concentration  Concentration of 

of atmospheric particles generally  

aerosol in the atmosphere, 

 on a regional  

 basis 

 

Chemical  I.e: emitted 

pollution amount, or  

 concentration of  

 persistent organic To be determined 

 pollutants, 

 plastic,  

 endocrine-disrupters, 

 heavy metals,  

 and nuclear waste  

 in the  

 global environment,  

 or the effects on  

 the ecosystem and  

 functioning of  

 the Earth system. 

 

Source: Rockström et al., “Planetary boundaries: Exploring the safe operating space for humanity”, Ecology 

and Society, 2009b, 14(2): 32 [online] <http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol14/iss2/art32/>. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 3 

OTHER FIVE GLOBAL BORDERS 

 

   Current Pre- 

Process of the   Proposed status industrial 

Earth system Parameters border (2009) value 

 

Phosphorous  Quantity of 

cycle phosphorous entering 

 the oceans 

 (tons in  

 million per year) 11 8,5 a 9,5 -1 

 

Depletion Concentration 

of the of ozone 

stratospheric  (units of 

ozone layer Dobson) 276 283 290 

 

Acidification  Global 

Of the oceans average saturation  

 of arragonite1  

 on the surface  

 of the ocean 2,75 2,90 3,44 

 

Global use  Consumption 

of fresh water of fresh water  

 by humans  

 (km3 per year) 4.000 2.600 415 

 

Changes in  Percentage of 

the use of the surface of  

the world global soil  

 converted  

 into agricultural 

 and cattle production 15 11,7 drop 

 
1 Aragonite is a crystal structure of calcium carbonate. 

Source: Rockström et al., “Planetary boundaries: Exploring the safe operating space for humanity”, Ecology 

and Society, 2009b, 14(2): 32 [online] <http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol14/iss2/art32/>. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Tabela 4 

ECOLOGICAL FOOTPRINT 

 AND GLOBAL BIOCAPACITY IN 2008 

(Global hectares per capital) 

 

 Ecological Footprint Biocapacity 

 hec/pc hec/pc 

 

Infrastructures 0,06 0,06 

Fishing 0,10 0,16 

Herding 0,21 0,23 

Forests 0,26 0,76 

Agriculture 0,59 0,57 

Carbon dioxide 1,47 - 

Total 2,70 1,78 

 

Source: WWF, Living Planet Report 2012, WWF, Gland (Swiss). 

 

 
Table 5 

CHANGES IN THE LEVEL OF MATERIAL INPUT  

IN THE ECONOMY OF THE UNITED KINGDOM 

(Tons in millions and percentages) 

 

 TDE1 DMC2 TMR3 

    

2001 663 700 2.174 

2007 557 679 2.091 

2009 458 566 1.755 

 

2007 in percentage of 2001 84% 97% 96% 

2009 in percentage of 2001 69% 81% 81% 

 
1 TDE (Total Domestic Extraction)  
2 DMC (Direct Material Consumption)  
3 TMR (Total Material Requirements)  

Source: Goodall (2011: 5), with basis in “Material Flow Accounts for the UK, 1970 to 2009, Office of National 

Statistics (ONS)”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 6 

HIGH-PEAKING YEARS OF THE USE OF EIGHT INPUTS  

IN THE ECONOMY OF THE UNITED KINGDOM 

 

Inputs Year 

  

Water1 2003-2004 

Energy 2001 

Waste2 2002-2003 

Paper3 2000 

Nutrition 2002-2003 

Meat 2003-2004 

Cement 1989 

Fertilizers4 1985-1987 

 
1 England and Wales. 
2 Domestic and Industrial. 
3 And other materials which use the same "wood pulp”. 
4 The peak of nitrogen occurred in1987. The one of phosphate occurred quite previous; with a first peak in 

1971 and another, a bit lower, in 1985. 

Source: Goodall (2011), with basis in diverse statistics. 
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