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The Major Groups and Stakeholders Advisory Group on International Environmental Governance includes experts on governance from all major groups and all regions (http://www.environmentalgovernance.org/reform/cs/ag/). Outputs from the group are not consensus documents, but try to reflect the diversity of civil society viewpoints. In these inputs to the GSP, it has focused specifically on the governance dimension of the questions posed to civil society. Given the short time available, responses to the questions have been drawn largely from the information document on Civil Society and International Environmental Governance which the Advisory Group recently prepared for the UNEP Governing Council (UNEP/GC.26/INF/19).

1. Context: assessing progress towards global sustainability

a) What is your objective assessment of progress (or regress) in the achievement of global sustainability over the past few decades?

Global sustainability has made hardly any progress in the past few decades. While business does have some responsibility in virtually all states, globalization is no more within the capacity of business and industry to control than it is of governments. Collective action in response to global environmental challenges continues to fall short of public needs and expectations as a result of the magnitude of those challenges and deep-seated weaknesses in the existing institutional architecture. As the World Economic Forum’s Global Risks 2011 report notes, “The frequency and severity of risks to global stability have amplified, while the ability of global governance systems to deal with them has not." Environmental concerns (including related human health concerns) are among the most urgent global risks the world is facing, yet environmental institutions are among the weakest global instruments. Indeed, the integrated and interdependent nature of the current set of environmental challenges contrasts sharply with the fragmented and uncoordinated nature of the institutions we rely upon for solutions. 

Importantly, we are realizing that environmental risk is rooted deeply in the very lifestyle choices and institutions that have evolved to advance our cultures.  The complexities being exposed by this deepening understanding are therefore both recently evolving and far more challenging.  Indeed, response often involves reforming deeply imbedded social and economic institutions and relationships. In a sense, the more we learn and understand, the more aware we become of how much further we have to go.

Fortunately, on the level of thinking and analyzing, great progress has been made just in the last few years. Critics have addressed the predominant economic growth paradigm for the North, and have proposed a development paradigm that is human centered, takes into account the limited ecocapacity of the earth, and focuses on equity, fostering of human and ecological capital, and allowing the developing countries to grow sustainably. They have started to outline an alternative for the current economic paradigm, and built future visions and scenarios. Another hopeful development is the myriad of grassroots socio-technical experiments and innovations. These ideas, research projects, and social movements could become beacons of hope in a deteriorating world. However, in the present political, economical, and cultural constellation they still are very weak as compared to the huge market forces and the prevailing cultural paradigm of unfettered consumption.

b) Why have the three pillars of sustainable development (social, economic and environmental) not been better integrated into coherent policy making?

Conceptually, there has not been enough progress in integrating the three pillars of sustainability. In addition, the economic pillar has little interest in the other two pillars, fostered by deep flaws in prevailing neo-classical economics. States (developed and developing) have prioritized trade and economic globalization over environmental protection, human security and sustainable development. If the latter goals were higher priorities in inter-state cooperation, more positive results could be achieved. Too often the environment is seen as a burden for economic interests; and the economic and social dimensions of the global intergovernmental structure are not always fully integrated in the formation of environmental policy. The critiques made of a lack of delivery by the UN also apply to state institutions at national level. Attitudes towards integration and sustainability need reform both among traditional political power centers of trade and economy, and in environmental circles, recognizing that all are legitimate elements of sustainability.  Advancing all these societal interests in a more coordinated and coherent fashion will bring the environmental pillar more prominently into play. A new governance structure should be more integrative, transparent to the general public, and provide full opportunity for public participation. 

Our notions of “environment” are just maturing to the point where we can begin to understand the broad sweep and intricate complexities they pose in the context of the deeply entrenched societal perspectives, actions and institutions.  Many of these institutions are culturally central and vary from culture to culture.  The overlay of globalization in the form of communications, travel and market linkages is impacting these institutions and perspectives in ways that provide the opportunity for integration – opening cultures to ideas and institutions.  But true integration is really a state of mind that must be imbedded within those institutions – in a sense, an awareness and consciousness of “environment” that becomes as natural as our awareness and consciousness of social and economic relationships.  That is not a state that can be achieved overnight.  Neither is it a state that can be “imposed” from the outside.  Seeds can be planted and nurtured by external actors and institutions, but true integration requires that they take root within the social and economic institutions and become internalized.

Education is a key to such an integration. More specifically, reform of the economics curricula, by including ecological and behavioral economics in the basic and standard economics teaching, is a first prerequisite. Prevailing economic and political power relationships also prevent integration of the three pillars. In addition to economics teaching and research, political actors should put social and environmental issues more forcefully on political agendas.

c) What do key contemporaneous factors (e.g. growing inequalities, chronic mass unemployment and underemployment, the global economic, food and climate crises, new geopolitical realities) imply in terms of both risks and opportunities for a “quantum leap” towards policy and institutional reforms for global sustainability?

The urgency of global environmental crises and the presence of tipping points make business-as-usual approaches inadequate. Resource overconsumption is accelerating, while developing countries face ever-increasing environmental pressures that strain their economies and social fabric. The earth's oceanic, atmospheric, living and mineral resources are being consumed at unsustainable and accelerating rates, biodiversity and ecosystem services are threatened, and the climate is changing, increasing poverty and instability and reducing options and opportunities for developing countries in the future. The vulnerable, poor, and disempowered peoples cannot rely on market mechanisms, because they cannot invest and discount the future. They need rights to protect their lives and livelihoods. Assuring these rights should be a primary aim of global reform This is a prerequisite to harmonizing human rights, environmental protection and peace, and promoting sustainable development. International governance needs to provide legally binding mechanisms establishing and implementing the rights of the disregarded parts of the present and future generations.

Moreover, the diffusion of environmental problems over space and time makes the short-term economic rationale for incremental change inherently limited as an analytical framework to address equity and the rights of future generations. More robust international cooperation, more serious and systematic engagement by countries in their own resource and environmental governance and in global governance, and more functional international institutions are necessary over the longer term to reduce environmental and humanitarian externalities. An ambitious reform vision is imperative. 

The need for reform is also rooted in a global crisis of governance and regulation, both at a national and international level. The trend has been towards more globalized economic and financial activity, combined with an assumption that government regulation is an obstacle, posing a difficult challenge to the traditional role of sovereign states in asserting control over their economy and financial flows, among other things. Global governance is not a lofty disembodied sphere. It is merely the apex of a web of governance that stretches from the local level upwards.

The situation is aggravated by the present systems of governance, which are characterized internationally by competitive and conflictual expressions of power among sovereign states. The consensus rule that allows any one country to hold all the others hostage to its own self-interest is a symptom of the (often justified) lack of trust that powerful countries or interests will respect the rights and needs of the weak. The solution is for multilateral mechanisms to become more effective and trustworthy both by defining and protecting the common interests of all states, including restoring and maintaining the biosphere’s ecosystem services, and by applying principles of justice and equity in the inevitable situations where there will be winners and losers. 

2. Foundations for a new vision of sustainability

a) How would you define the new vision (or “paradigm shift”) required to transform economic development dynamics in a manner that simultaneously pursues the goals of poverty eradication, full and decent employment and reducing inequalities, while promoting social and environmental regeneration and sustainability?

At an ethical level, we must recognize the primacy of the oneness of humanity as the foundation for multilateral action. Since humanity is one, each person is born into the world as a trust of the whole, and each bears a responsibility for the welfare of all humanity. This collective trusteeship constitutes the moral foundation of human rights and international governance. It also suggests that a role of governance is to empower each individual and each community to contribute to the general welfare. Our national and cultural diversity is a source of collective capacity, creativity, productivity, resilience and adaptation. The wealth of environmental and biological diversity is vital to the social and economic development, prosperity and well-being of all people. It is a heritage that effective international governance for sustainability should permit to bear its fruit in this age of interdependence.

The operative economic models have demonstrated fundamental flaws in repeated financial crises. Single-issue approaches are no longer effective when all problems are reflections of complex systems interactions. Present moral and ethical paradigms remain challenged in providing sufficient direction for society in times of rapid change and growing inequities, resulting in increasing difficulties with law enforcement, security and governance. Globally, there is a generalized lack of accountability, posing a huge challenge in building consensus on governance mechanisms. 

The existing structure of nation states and intergovernmental organizations needs significant structural renovation, with new cross-linkages reflecting interconnected problems, and bottom-up as well as top-down modes of functioning. States and intergovernmental organizations should open up to wider partnerships and collaborations with all non-state actors including civil society in all its diversity, to enable practical solutions to emerge. Only through such collaborations will it be possible to mobilize greater resources, reach the public more deeply with information and educational programmes, build capacity and empowerment at multiple levels, and observe, analyze and report on the complex interlinked processes of natural and human systems as a basis for collective reflection on the further actions required. From the perspective of much of civil society, structural and systemic change is required to refashion existing institutions for the new challenges of this century. 

Without a clear definition of the problem, the main levers for change, and envisioned results and outcomes, fundamental institutional reform will not be possible and incremental reform will be insufficient. Any reform needs to begin with the basics and systematically build up a sequence of actions. By definition, reform has to be fundamental as it needs to change core structural elements. By necessity, reform has to be incremental as only sequential steps can lead to systematic change. Systematic and well thought-out incremental reform at multiple points and levels in the overall system can do much to advance effective, fundamental reform. 

International governance reform must ensure fair multilateral negotiations, taking into account financial, economic and power asymmetries, moving toward a more coherent principle- and rule-based institutional structure with universal participation. A more streamlined and effective system for governance should ensure that developing countries’ priorities – meaning an integrated approach to poverty eradication, development and environment – figure more prominently and are embedded within all policies. A set of clear and enforceable rules would also ensure that fairness and equity in terms of benefit and burden sharing, guided by the principle of common but differentiated responsibility, are built in and that decision making is based on democratic principles. The obligations of industrialized countries to advance toward more sustainable production and consumption patterns should also be negotiated, decided and complied with.

A more unified vision of the needs of the world and of governance for mutual benefit is required if multilateralism is to succeed. Justice and equity are the only means by which unity can be maintained on an interdependent planet, the indispensable compass in collective decision-making, in achieving unity of thought and action, and in engaging lasting commitment and support for implementation. We need a more complete set of international institutions and mechanisms able to provide the same safeguards now taken for granted at the national level in many states: access to information, the rule of law, a system of justice (dispute settlement, arbitration, courts), means of enforcement and compensation, financial and fiscal mechanisms, and meaningful opportunity for public participation.

b) Should components of this new vision be turned into new international time-bound Sustainable Development Goals? If so, how would you define these new Goals and what should be the relationship between these goals and the current Millennium Development Goals framework?

Scientific assessment processes are now defining planetary boundaries that mark the limits of environmental sustainability. Sustainable development goals should aim to stay within, or return to, these boundaries in time-bound steps corresponding to scientific realities. Munasinghe’s Millennium Consumption goals would be a good start to address overconsumption mostly in the global North, but also in parts of the global South. Differentiation of development goals between goals for the overdeveloped North and the underdeveloped South is a prerequisite. There should be environmental, social and economic goals, addressing extremes of both wealth and poverty, so that everyone is targeted.

3. Better and more coherent policies and institutional mechanisms

a) What better policies and measures are required at national and international levels to put into practice the goals of the new development paradigm? These can be discussed generically, or in relation to particular sectors such as agriculture, forestry, extractives, services (including social/environmental services), manufacturing, water, energy, housing, etc..

As the world moves to ever greater interdependence in a widening range of activities, the need for new international agreements and new areas and forms of cooperation will become even more urgent. The multilateral system needs to be strengthened. Developing countries need the UN and its agencies to assist with sustainable development generally, environmental protection, public health, universal education, and gender equality among others. The more economically advanced countries need an arena to forge consensus on global challenges. A key requirement is therefore a renewed political commitment to multilateralism. All countries must acknowledge their common interest in, and obligation to, a strong, effective multilateral system that can support a fair, productive, environmentally-friendly and sustainable global economy. Developed and developing countries together with civil society need to work cooperatively to bring forward the UN agenda as spelt out in the founding Charter and to participate actively in the reform process. There should be a concerted global effort to support the UN and related institutions, with a focus on implementation.

The present environmental challenges demonstrate that the welfare of each country and community can only be derived from the well-being of the whole planet, requiring multilateral actions. Yet realistically, governments will only collaborate when they see a greater advantage for themselves in collective action. Unfortunately in the field of environment and sustainability, the benefits are often long term, and there may be immediate short-term costs or restrictions on economic activities. Governments are under great pressure to give priority to the short term. The challenge for effective multilateral action for sustainability is that it must be perceived as advancing (or at least not undermining) the broader range of interests of each of the parties through mutually supportive trade, economic, social and environmental policies. It is not enough to rally around some common norm. Multilateral action involves shedding a degree of sovereignty. That is done when States have confidence they will get something in return that they value, but cannot get on their own. Accomplishing real fundamental change needs to begin with recognizing and finding ways to advance the interests of the existing players, but in a way that is more systematically responsive to environment and sustainability.

One immediate need is for an independent external review of (1) the system of international governance for sustainability, (2) the role and performance of the institutions within the system; (3) mandates and relationships of UN agencies and programmes, the Multilateral Environmental Agreements, and international financing institutions. Such a review will reveal comparative advantages and provide vision for reduced competition and a productive division of labour. It should be undertaken by an independent commission established for this purpose by the UN Secretary-General and performed regularly thereafter by a commission of experts from governments and civil society. 

To complement the existing institutional and political strengths of both the economic and social pillars of development,  the fragmented UN programmes intervening in the environment should be addressed through mandate reform, since mandates dictate institutional requirements. An environmental mandate, entailing a strong and credible science base, developing a global environmental strategy, setting policies and regulations, monitoring performance and mainstreaming proper environmental integration within the existing UN policies, plans and programmes could lead to a system-wide plan that ensures that every programme’s contribution is aligned with this global strategy and set of priorities.

The UN should establish an integrated framework for prioritization and coordination of activities relating to environment and sustainability, with objectives and monitoring plans. Such plans would improve inter-agency coordination at the international level (reconsidering coordination bodies such as the CSD, UN-Water, UN-Oceans, UN-Energy) and at the national level (evaluation of the UNDP-UNEP Poverty and Environment Initiative, UN-Development Assistance framework (UNDAF) among others.)

Increasing trust among governments requires the establishment of accountability mechanisms. Some international bodies in the UN system and in regional agreements have instituted various accountability and mediation procedures such as a complaint procedure in the Human Rights Council and the North American Free Trade Agreement and a dispute resolution mechanism in the World Trade Organization. The UN Human Rights Council complaint procedure was established to “address consistent patterns of gross and reliably attested violations of all human rights and all fundamental freedoms occurring in any part of the world and under any circumstances.” Since the Council has set a clear precedent for a UN body to have this type of authority over member states, it is appropriate to consider a similar mechanism for environment and sustainability issues. The protect, respect, and remedy framework proposed by the UN Secretary-General’s Special Representative on business and human rights and accepted by the UN Human Rights Council could be a model. 

b) What obstacles (at the national or international level) need to be overcome in implementing these new policies and measures? What are fair and politically acceptable ways of overcoming these challenges?

Nation states are the fundamental organizing institutions for our civilization.  Nothing will happen internationally unless it is responsive to the often-competing interests of the states.  They reflect and are bound by sovereign bounds and that is the fundamental political reality in which all of these notions are evolving.  The international financial and economic institutions are the product of the same states that drive  intergovernmental environmental processes.  To the extent there is inconsistency and a lack of strategic focus, it reflects the failure of the states to deliver consistent strategic direction.

Yet governments alone no longer have the resources to respond to present environmental, social and economic challenges, and their repeated failure to respect their international commitments has produced a generalized loss of confidence. Significant power and wealth have shifted to economic and political forces that often transcend sovereign bounds, top-down control is being replaced or paralleled by networking functions driven by new information technologies, and civil society organizations of many types are increasingly important locally, nationally and internationally. 

Reforms in the global sustainability governance architecture should not concentrate capacities and resources in international institutions.  A meaningful reform process must not only actively involve developing countries in all stages, but must also strengthen institutions and actors in sustainability governance at various levels, specifically at the regional, sub-regional, national and local levels. Governance mechanisms should work closely with and be relevant to the lives of communities and people who are directly impacted. In many developing countries, national and local institutions need to be established or strengthened. Reinforcing the regional, sub-regional and national presence of UN agencies through coherent programmes and interventions and reliable financial and technical support will enable institutions and actions involved in sustainability governance at the national and local levels. 

c) How to reform corporate governance in order to overcome the limits of “financial investor-based accountability” and extend accountability to serve broader development, social and environmental goals?

This question implies that a root problem lies in the model of corporate governance, but economic success and social betterment today occur in a variety of contexts, including Europe's guided market economy and states like China, India and Brazil. The corporate and financial systems were created within the contexts set for them by the governments in which they operate. “Investor-based accountability” has delivered development for mass society, but at a social and environmental cost. While the investor community is beginning to recognize that environmental and social dimensions of responsible corporate citizenship must be respected, government is also responsible to control unfettered capitalism. 

The problem lies more in weak governance at the national level, and in a globalized economy where economic conditions are beyond the control of any single nation. Intergovernmental processes have not advanced to the point where there is a consistent economic, social and environmental framework for multi-national business. In the absence of adequate international governance, business frequently fails to address adequately the social and environmental dimensions of globalization. Vested economic, social and political interests influence governments to maintain the status quo against new, more sustainable, economic activities. International business enterprises operate beyond the constraints of national regulations in countries affected by their actions; and with only limited exceptions, no effective system of international governance has been put into place to ensure that business activity contributes to economic and social progress and environmental protection. The absence of proper public supervision nationally and internationally has enabled irresponsible actions that have only been partly balanced by increasing corporate social responsibility. New and better regulations are needed to ensure that society and the environment are protected from activities that are damaging and that responsible corporate citizenship is encouraged. Likewise, government action (and inaction) can also contribute to unsustainable social and environmental impacts, and international processes should address environmentally-threatening actions by governments as well. We need democratic and effective States at the national level and transparent, participatory and effective UN institutions. Certain multilateral agreements have mechanisms to limit the influence of vested economic interest groups, e.g. through their balanced governance structure and through a decision making procedure based on transparent and independent science. A stronger and more efficient multilateral system is the key to creating a participatory, legitimate and accountable framework for globalization. 

d) How to factor in environmental costs fairly in international trade and investment practices and rules so as not to create a form of “green protectionism” staked against low-income and other developing countries? How should “green protectionism” be assessed?

The institutions best equipped to understand and appreciate the dimensions of green protectionism, and the realities of both its impacts and the mechanisms by which it occurs, are the trade institutions, and they are grappling with those realities.  Inter-linkages with environmental institutions could perhaps contribute both to enhancing the environmental sensitivities of the trade institutions and enhancing the economic sensitivities of the environmental institutions, at both the national and intergovernmental levels. In addition, an international research project should be set up and financed to investigate this issue, as it presently poisons international relations and there are no easy answers. 

World trade in natural resources has created global pressures for resource consumption that require international management in order to prevent environmental degradation. Perverse subsidies, such as for fishing, agriculture and fossil fuels, have distorted trade, with serious social and economic impacts on the poor. In the present global market economy, the poor will always lose out to the rich in the distribution of increasingly scarce resources. The present structure of control over resources - including minerals, fossil fuels and arable land - in poor countries, and their sale to foreign interests, is a symptom of this fundamental problem. Mechanisms for international management of trade in resources for the collective benefit of all peoples and the planet will be the best means to protect the interests of the weak against exploitation by the powerful, and ultimately to ensure the equitable distribution of resources in the common interest. Such management must aim both to reserve adequate resources for poverty reduction and to ensure sustainability for future generations.

e) How to reform capital markets so that global finance does not cause more crises and exert undue pressure on public policy choices, but instead genuinely serves long-term investments needed for accelerating sustained job creation, green infrastructure, and the shift to environmentally sustainable production?

f) Which financing mechanisms should be considered in the GSP deliberations?

In concrete terms, the proposals for any new institutions, policies, and norms must incorporate new and additional financing. They also have to offer a plausible way to acquire new technologies and a prospect for enhancing endogenous capacity.  Previous developed country commitments of financial and technological support in key MEAs and finance agreements have seriously failed in delivery and implementation to meet the expectations of developing countries. Without a real financial commitment and a genuine effort to address the underlying concerns of developing countries, it will be very difficult to pass any reform initiative in global sustainability governance. Without significant institutional reform, country needs will continue to fall by the wayside and the environment will continue to be degraded to the detriment not only of development but also of life on earth.

There is also a need to restructure the Global Environment Facility (GEF). The Adaptation Fund under the Kyoto Protocol, for example, has a more balanced governance structure, with equality between donor countries and developing countries, and the possibility for NGOs to be the implementing agency. Strengthening or re-establishing the GEF small grants programme is another key issue.

As part of the reform of the financial system, global taxes on financial transactions could both restrain speculation and generate a global source of income for global sustainability mechanisms. 

g) What mechanisms should be put in place to ensure better policy dialogue and coherence among all stakeholders in meeting the goals of the new development paradigm and holding public institutions accountable? Should existing institutions be reformed and/or new ones be created? And if so why and how?

Civil society provides an important counterweight and partner to government in many functions, including information provision, capacity-building, implementation, and enforcement, among others. Civil society actors, however, have to be empowered to act through explicit participation provisions, access to information, and procedures for justice (Rio Principle 10), as exemplified regionally by the Aarhus Convention. Importantly, in an era of globalization, civil society, whether in the form of business & industry, NGOs, labour, etc., is well-adapted to deal with global matters, as it can organize and mobilize beyond political boundaries.

Mechanisms are needed for systematic engagement of global civil society in decision-making within international organizations for sustainability. The governance structure of the International Labor Organization, considered innovative almost 100 years after the organization’s creation in 1919, allows for governments, labor and business to participate in decision-making and could be used as a model for deeper participation of major groups and stakeholders in international governance. It is possible to imagine a sustainability institution building on present bodies but evolving gradually into another structure, such as for example a tripartite structure like the ILO, with governmental, scientific and civil society components collaborating to define the actions necessary to resolve our pressing global environmental and sustainability challenges. Such strengthened civil society engagement would enable more adaptive nested governance responsible to local needs and with a global reach. 

Design criteria for an effective civil society input into international governance include, inter alia:

- effective implementation of the principles of transparency and access to information, meaningful opportunities for public participation, especially by parties at interest, and accountability as fundamental elements of all aspects of governance for sustainability;

- a major role in scientific advisory processes, giving weight to scientific expertise (including social science) as well as indigenous and local knowledge with hugh environmental and sustainability relevance;

- an institutionalized role in holding governments and institutions accountable for their commitments;

- a significant place at the table in preparatory and deliberative processes;

- participating in decision-making through regular inclusion in national delegations to intergovernmental deliberations;

- a financial mechanism to assist the participation in international processes of civil society organizations from the global south and of those constituencies that are most directly affected and might not have the means to participate without encouragement and support;

- access for civil society to effective legal remedies and dispute settlement mechanisms at the international level;

- a forum for discussion of the ethical and moral dimensions and principles underlying governance and decision-making, with a formal opportunity to provide this dimension to intergovernmental debates; and

- links from the mechanisms of international governance to the educational processes, media and institutions of civil society that play an important role in both building the human capacity for implementation and in preparing public opinion to support the necessary actions to protect social and environmental systems and resources and ensure their sustainability.

This should be supported by an informational and educational campaign to highlight the interrelationships of environmental issues, development, equity, social well-being and the economy. Training and capacity-building in sustainability governance should be provided for various groups, particularly youth and children, so they are able to contribute in thought and action to the reform debate.

4. Measures of progress beyond GDP

a) A number of alternative progress indicators (beyond GDP) have been developed to assess progress on sustainable development (e.g. UNDP’s Human Development Index (HDI), the work of the Stiglitz/Sen/Fitoussi Commission, the Kingdom of Bhutan’s Gross Happiness Index). What are your preferred indicators and why?

b) How can they be combined or built upon to provide clear indication of progress on global sustainability?

Most progress indicators measure economic and social factors, and do not yet integrate indicators that reflect sustainability of the planetary environment. A key mandate of governance for sustainability is scientific assessment of environmental capacities and limits, which should generate indicators of planetary boundaries and limits and identify types of progress that respect or threaten those limits.

c) How could these indicators become associated with time-bound targets that could be a part of new sustainability goals?

5. Any other feedback and input

a) Based on the Terms of Reference for the GSP, what are your hopes and expectations regarding their recommendations for new mechanisms to ensure the achievement of the Panel’s overall vision?

3.3. Transparent collection, compilation, assessment and disclosure of relevant data and information by public and private entities, with a view to enabling the above.

The best available scientific understanding of the planet and its environmental and socio-political processes is an essential foundation for decision-making at all levels of governance, as reflected in the IPCC, IPBES, scientific subsidiary bodies under the Conventions, and other scientific advisory processes. Strengthened international governance  should include:

transparent selection processes for the best scientists and holders of environmental and human dimensions knowledge, with disclosure of any affiliations;

procedures to arrive at the best consensus or peer-reviewed scientific information;

a mechanism similar to the UN Statistical Commission to establish criteria for all scientific review and assessment processes, to verify their methodologies, and to build national capacity to participate in such assessments; and

processes for systematic reporting on the main environmental and human dimensions challenges and constraints to sustainability, building on and incorporating existing processes but also considering the interactions among all environmental systems and human impacts.

The scientific questions need to be developed in cooperation with developing countries, and with as much input and involvement of their scientists as possible. A responsive scientific assessment component in governance can generate information that will help improve the capacity of developing countries to understand, manage, conserve and sustainably utilize their environmental systems, especially their natural ecosystems, the impacts of climate change, and the poverty-environment nexus. Committed North-South cooperation in a global research network and scientific assessment can both compensate for the often-weak scientific infrastructure in developing countries by providing collective access to scientific information, and assist in reducing the knowledge gap by building capacity for sustainability assessment and reporting in all regions.  It should facilitate access of developing countries to appropriate scientific knowledge and technologies that respond to their specific needs and situations, and be supported by stable financial and technical components.

