
ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY AND LAW, 38/5 (2008) 253

0378-777X/08/$17.00 © 2008 IOS Press

A Non-institutional Proposal to Strengthen International
Environmental Governance
by Franz Xaver Perrez and Daniel Ziegerer*

Introduction
During the last decades, the environment has emerged

as one of the main policy areas that need international
attention. Today, it is well recognised that threats to the
environment undermine the resource base of human devel-
opment and well-being. As UN Secretary-General Kofi
Annan held, “[w]e fundamentally depend on natural sys-
tems and resources for our existence and development.
Our efforts to defeat poverty and pursue sustainable devel-
opment will be in vain if environmental degradation and
natural resource depletion continue unabated”.1 In order
to address the challenge of global environmental degra-
dation and natural resource depletion, a complex and
multi-layered environmental governance structure has ma-
terialised over the past few decades. However, today there
is widespread agreement that the current international en-
vironmental regime is too complex and inadequate to ef-
fectively address the global environmental challenges.
Thus, the Co-chairs of the UN General Assembly’s infor-
mal consultative process on the institutional framework
for the UN’s environmental activities, ambassadors
Enrique Berruga and Peter Maurer, have concluded that
“[t]here is wide recognition that we have so far been un-
able to stop and reverse environmental degradation
and that the current environmental system is fragmented,
duplicitous and lacks coherence, thereby reducing its ca-
pacity and efficiency”.2

The current efforts to strengthen international envi-
ronmental governance (IEG) generally focus on institu-
tional aspects. However, the experience of the Millen-
nium Development Goals (MDGs) shows that interna-
tional regimes not only benefit from strong institutions,
but also from a convincing set of clear goals. In fact, the
MDGs have had a strong impact on the international de-
velopment regime. They have provided focus, enhanced
visibility, ensured accountability, affirmed commitment
and stimulated the provision of new means of implemen-
tation. Building on this experience, the Swiss President
Moritz Leuenberger has suggested at the 2006 Global
Ministerial Environment Forum in Dubai that UNEP
should develop a list of Global Environmental Goals.3

This article will, after a brief description of the chal-
lenges of today’s international environmental regime and
the ongoing efforts to strengthen international environ-
mental governance, present the proposal for Global Envi-
ronmental Goals. According to this proposal, such Global
Environmental Goals would not have to be negotiated by
the international community. They could consist of the
gist of previously agreed global commitments to safeguard
the environment. The existing commitments could be organ-
ised into a set of overarching goals and specific targets that
are accompanied by indicators to facilitate their imple-
mentation and monitoring. The article will conclude that
being the central pillar of the international environmental
architecture, UNEP would be best suited to conduct the
task of compiling the global environmental commitments
and developing the Global Environmental Goals policy
tool.

The Challenges of Today’s International
Environmental Regime

In the eighteenth century the international community
started to address issues that would today be considered
as part of international environmental policy and law4 and,
by the nineteenth century, conflicts about environmental
resources had already become international in scope.5

More definitively, environmental issues entered the glo-
bal arena in the 1960s. With increasing environmental
pollution caused by industrialisation and alarming scien-
tific findings, environmental concerns gradually became
international and global. The first approaches by states to
addressing environmental concerns at the international
level were typically bilateral ad hoc solutions, used a com-
mand and control approach to address specific challenges
and were limited in terms of subject matter, the region
they covered and the measures they provided for. Later,
international environmental policy moved gradually from
bilateral towards multilateral approaches, addressing multi-
faceted issues such as climate change or biodiversity pro-
tection through more complex instruments and making
increasing use of economic and trade tools.6 As it became
clear that many of the most pressing environmental prob-
lems could not be addressed unilaterally or through tradi-
tional transboundary and bilateral approaches, international
cooperation became a key element of environmental policy
and as such an expression of the state’s authority and respons-
ibility to promote and safeguard well-being.7

This evolution can been characterised as a globalisation
of international environmental policy and law, leading to
several results:8 first, issues that were traditionally per-
ceived as local such as the protection of endangered
species, biodiversity or forests, have increasingly been
perceived as international and have thus become matters
of international regulation. Second, while bilateral and
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regional problems remain important, international envi-
ronmental policy and law is focusing more and more on
global issues such as the protection of the ozone layer and
climate change. Third, efforts are increasing to integrate
or mainstream environmental concerns into other policies
such as development, trade, financial or investment poli-
cies. And finally, the considerable efforts undertaken by
the international community to face the challenge of pro-
tecting the environment have led to a mushrooming of
environmental agreements, institutions and processes.

Several hundred Multilateral Environmental Agree-
ments (MEAs) have been negotiated over time in a frag-
mented and ad hoc manner, each addressing specific
environmental problems and each with its own “mini-
institutional machinery”, including a Conference of the
Parties, a secretariat and technical and legal subsidiary
bodies.9 In 1993, Brown Weiss counted nearly 900 inter-
national legal instruments that were primarily geared towards
environmental issues or contained important environmen-
tal provisions,10 while in 2001 UNEP reported that the
number of core MEAs had risen to at least 502 international
treaties and other agreements related to the environment,
of which 323 were regional and 302 dated from the period
since 1972.11 In addition to these MEAs, numerous inter-
national organisations, institutions, programmes and proc-
esses have emerged which deal with the protection of the
environment. Like the MEAs, these international environ-
mental organisations seem to have been developed in a
somewhat ad hoc manner without any coherent strategy.12

Several bodies such as UNEP, the UN Commission on
Sustainable Development (CSD), or the Global Environ-
ment Facility (GEF) were specifically created to address
environmental issues. Most, however, including the Inter-
national Labour Organization (ILO), the UN Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO), the UN Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the
World Health Organization (WHO), the World Meteoro-
logical Organization (WMO), the International Civil Avia-
tion Organization (ICAO), the International Maritime
Organization (IMO), the International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA), the World Bank, the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Trade Organization
(WTO), were established with a non-environmental
focus but have increasingly started to address environ-
mental issues either directly or indirectly. In fact, it seems
that today almost all international organisations and proc-
esses have some environmental competences or responsi-
bilities.

Considered by itself, this development could be seen
as an encouraging sign of a determined international com-
munity which is committed to addressing environmental
degradation through international cooperation. However,
despite the fact that the international community has tried
for more than 50 years to tackle environmental problems,
environmental degradation continues in an unprecedented
manner. Thus, UNEP’s fourth Global Environmental
Outlook (GEO-4), so far the most comprehensive UN re-
port on the environment, prepared by about 390 experts
and reviewed by more than 1000 others across the world,
concluded in 2007 that the major environmental threats

remain unresolved and put humanity at risk.13 Analyses
throughout the GEO-4 highlight that there is a sharp and
continuing rise in greenhouse gas emissions, that the cur-
rent rate of biodiversity change is the fastest in human
history, that the release of harmful and persistent pollut-
ants such as heavy metals and organic chemicals remains
a problem for terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems, that there
is continued deforestation in the tropics, and that the per
capita availability of fresh water is declining. Launched
twenty years after the publication of Our Common Future,
also known as the Brundtland report, by the World
Commission on Environment and Development, the
GEO-4 indicates that “environmental degradation contin-
ues to threaten human well-being”.14

Today, there is widespread agreement that the current
international environmental regime has outgrown its origi-
nal design and that it is too complicated, incomplete, in-
coherent and inadequate to address effectively the global
environmental challenges. Several factors contribute to
the lack of effectiveness of today’s international environ-
mental governance:
• Fragmentation: The phenomenon of fragmentation of

international law and the difficulties arising from its
expansion and diversification have been extensively
analysed by the International Law Commission (ILC)
for the international law system as a whole,15 but it is
undoubtedly also a key challenge for the current inter-
national environmental regime.16 The fact that the inter-
national community has dealt with environmental
problems on an ad hoc, piecemeal and issue-by-issue
basis has led to institutional proliferation, with partial
solutions on the one hand, and important gaps in inter-
national environmental policy on the other hand. This
proliferation of institutions is not only costly, it also
leads to duplications, overlaps, turf battles and con-
tradictions. A survey by the UN High-level Panel on
United Nations System-wide Coherence revealed in
2006 that the three Rio Conventions alone had up to 230
meeting days each year alone and that if seven other
major global treaties were added, that number would
rise to almost 400 days per year. Effective participation
at all these meetings poses a fundamental challenge for
countries, especially for developing countries.

• Dilution: This institutional mushrooming and frag-
mentation within the global environmental regime is
further worsened by the fact that many of the most
important decisions affecting the environment occur
outside the complex web of international environmen-
tal treaties, institutions and processes. Thus, the deci-
sions of institutions like the WTO, the World Bank or
UNDP may have a more important direct or indirect
impact on the global environment than many of the
deliberations within UNEP or one of the specific
environmental processes.

• Imbalance between the environmental regime and
other regimes: The international environmental regime
is significantly weaker than other regimes such as e.g.,
the international trade regime established by WTO.
Thus, the environmental regime generally provides for
rather weak obligations, is not equipped with the same
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quantity of resources and effective structures as other
regimes, and lacks an effective dispute settlement
mechanism. Moreover, UNEP – unlike the WTO for
trade or the WHO for health – has not succeeded in
becoming the central forum for debate and delibera-
tion in the environmental field.17

• Lack of institutional leadership within the international
environment regime: UNEP was created in 1973 to
coordinate international policies and efforts to protect
the environment, and to “provide the center of gravity
for environmental affairs within the UN system”.18

While UNEP has been relatively effective with regard
to monitoring and assessment, and launching environ-
mental agreements, it has fallen short in managing
policy processes in a coherent and coordinated man-
ner.19 Today, there is no sufficiently strong and authori-
tative institution able to give overarching policy guid-
ance on policy development and on concrete action
for the protection of the environment and to success-
fully promote coherence, effectiveness and efficiency
in the international environment regime. Several
factors have contributed to UNEP’s inability to fulfil
its role, including the limitation of its authority due to
its formal status as a Programme rather than a special-
ised Agency and the limited membership of its govern-
ing body; its lack of adequate, stable and predictable
financial resources; its governance structure; and its
location in Nairobi.20

• Lack of and inefficient use of limited resources: Clearly,
there are not sufficient resources available both in de-
veloped countries and to support developing countries
and countries with economies in transition to imple-
ment effective environmental policies. Moreover, lim-
ited resources are not always managed efficiently. And
the global environmental governance system loses
money through funding contradictions, overlaps due
to fragmentation and lack of synergies, lack of trans-
parency, and duplications.21

• Lack of political will and commitment:22 Systemic
shortcomings are not sufficient in themselves to ex-
plain why environmental deterioration continues to
threaten life on earth. There are many examples of a
lack of political commitment in international environ-
ment policy: existing MEAs are not ratified by impor-
tant actors; most environmental agreements are not
supported with the necessary funds and means to fulfil
their purpose; significant gaps still remain such as in
the field of heavy metals, forests, water and liability
rules; and several of the existing processes and MEAs

still lack accepted rules of
procedures or an agreed com-
pliance mechanism. Strong
and effective regimes and in-
stitutions can to a certain ex-
tent trigger and support po-
litical will and can function
even in the absence of politi-
cal will.23 If the reasons for
non-performance lie prima-
rily in the lack of collective
political will to effectively
address environment chal-
lenges, then institutional de-
sign will not of itself solve
the problems. At the same
time, lack of political will is
no good excuse for non-
action as it is not a given
factor but one that can be
influenced.

All these factors pose a fundamental challenge to the
effectiveness and efficiency of the current international
environmental regime. They lead to a lack of coordina-
tion, cooperation and synergies among relevant interna-
tional actors; to duplications, overlaps, inefficiencies, turf
battles, inconsistencies, contradictions and conflicts; to a
lack of an overarching vision, of a common orientation
and strategy, and of coherence and focus; to a lack of vis-
ibility; and finally to inadequate goals and measures.24

Today, there is, as formulated by the UN General Assem-
bly, broad recognition of “the need for more efficient
environmental activities in the United Nations system, with
enhanced coordination, improved policy advice and guid-
ance, strengthened scientific knowledge, assessment and
cooperation, better treaty compliance … and a better inte-
gration of environmental activities in the broader sustain-
able development framework” and agreement “to explore
the possibility of a more coherent institutional framework to
approach this need, including a more integrated structure”.25

Options and Proposals
The recognition that the shortcomings of the interna-

tional environment regime need to be addressed has led to
several initiatives to strengthen international environmental
governance.26 The 1999 decision of the UN General As-
sembly to establish the Global Ministerial Environment
Forum (GMEF) as an inter-governmental high-level body

Courtesy: MDG
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for policy dialogue within UNEP was a first significant
effort to address the challenges of the international envi-
ronmental regime and is seen as “a bold political initi-
ative to revive the sagging fortunes of UNEP” and “to
regain policy coherence in the field of the environment”.27

Two years later, UNEP decided to launch a process “to
undertake a comprehensive policy-oriented assessment of
existing institutional weaknesses as well as future needs
and options for strengthened international environmental
governance”.28 This UNEP process led to the adoption of
a landmark decision on international environmental
governance which was subsequently endorsed by the
world’s leaders at the WSSD.29 With this decision, the
international community agreed to strengthen international
environmental governance through a series of measures
related to:
• improving coherence in international environmental

policy making, including by strengthening the role and
authority of UNEP and the Global Ministerial Envi-
ronment Forum (GMEF), ensuring universal partici-
pation and considering universal membership at the
UNEP Governing Council (UNEP GC), and strength-
ening the scientific base of UNEP’s work;

• securing more financial resources for UNEP and its
activities, including by introducing an “indicative scale
of contributions” for the States’ financial support for
UNEP;

• improving coordination among and effectiveness of
multilateral environmental agreements;

• supporting capacity building, technology transfer and
country-level coordination; and

• enhancing coordination across the UN system, includ-
ing by strengthening the role of the Environment Man-
agement Group (EMG).

The Cartagena decision on international environmen-
tal governance constitutes so far the most substantial re-
form effort in the history of international environment
policy. It is a comprehensive and ambitious package that
addresses most of the shortcomings of the current system.
After initial successes with the introduction of the indica-
tive scale of contributions and the development of UNEP’s
Bali Strategic Plan on Capacity Building, the implemen-

tation process of the Cartagena package began to founder.
It seems that the re-launching of the proposal for a World
Environment Organization made by the French President
Jacques Chirac at the fifty-eighth UN General Assembly
in 2003,30 has given rise to concerns that full implemen-
tation of the Cartagena decision would be a first step
towards such an organisation.

In April 2006, based on the outcome of the 2005 World
Summit Conference, where the world leaders again rec-
ognised the need for more efficient environmental activi-
ties in the UN system, enhanced coordination, and im-
proved policy advice and guidance, and agreed to explore
the possibility of a more coherent institutional frame-
work,31 the President of the sixtieth UN General Assem-
bly launched a process of informal consultations on the
institutional framework for the environmental activities
within the UN.32 These consultations addressed the same
issues that were at the heart of UNEP’s IEG process.33 In
June 2007, the co-chairs of the informal consultations pre-
sented an options paper with building blocks on: (1) sci-
entific assessment, monitoring and early warning capac-
ity; (2) cooperation and coordination at the agency level;
(3) multilateral environmental agreements; (4) regional

presence and activities at the regional level; (5) capacity
building and technology support; (6) information technol-
ogy, partnerships and advocacy; and (7) financing.34 In
May 2008, the co-chairs circulated a draft UN General
Assembly resolution which suggested in an approach of
“ambitious incrementalism”35 to agree rapidly on a lim-
ited number of concrete measures covering the same
themes as the options paper, and to address “the broader
transformation of the IEG system”, including the roles
and mandates of, and interaction among, the different inter-
governmental bodies, in a subsequent phase. It remains to
be seen how successfully this initiative within the UN will
address the shortcomings of current international envi-
ronmental governance and provide for effective remedies.

These inter-governmental approaches to strengthen
international environmental governance have been com-
plemented at the intra-institutional level of the UN sys-
tem. UNEP started to convene coordination meetings for
MEA secretariats in 1994 and to offer administrative serv-
ices to MEA secretariats in 1998. However, given the

Courtesy: MDG
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strong relationships between MEAs and their COPs, and
the expectation that UNEP would not be able to provide
significant support, these efforts to facilitate coordination
between and provide coherent support to MEAs were not
very successful.36 Given the continuing need for enhanced
coordination and cooperation, the UN General Assembly
had established the EMG in 1999 as a coordination mecha-
nism for environmental activities.37 The EMG is chaired
by the UNEP Executive Director and has a small secre-
tariat in Geneva. It brings together UN agencies active in
the field of the environment, the secretariats of MEAs,
and other relevant institutions with the purpose of facili-
tating information sharing and enhancing inter-agency
coordination and efficient collaboration within the UN
system. However, apart from initial achievements with
regard to identifying difficulties and obstacles for harmo-
nisation of reporting on biodiversity-related issues and
developing a comprehensive overview of capacity build-
ing on chemicals management,38 the EMG has had only
limited success in promoting joint action among its mem-
bers and in enhancing coherence. The reasons for the
EMG’s difficulties include the fact that firstly, there has
been little high-level engagement in its work; secondly,
the EMG was perceived by other institutions as a tool of
UNEP to assert control over their work; and thirdly, a clear
sense of benefits and outcomes of its work was lacking.39

The need for continued institutional reform for a more
effective global protection of the environment also ex-
pressed itself through a number of other initiatives from
individual states and in a series of substantive contribu-
tions from civil society and research. The most prominent
of these initiatives is the call for a World Environment
Organization. It seems that the US foreign policy strate-
gist George F. Kennan in the 1970s was the first to call
for an International Environmental Agency with organi-
sational personality.40 Since then, the proposal has further
evolved. While some call for a global World Environment
Organization or a UN Environment Organization,41 others
favour a G8-centric World Environment Organization
under the leadership of the most powerful countries.42

A third proposal suggests that there is no need for a new
international bureaucracy and therefore recommends the
creation of a more flexible “Global Environmental Mecha-
nism” with three core capacities: (1) the provision of ad-
equate information, (2) the creation of a policy space for
environmental negotiation and bargaining, and (3) sus-
tained capacity building for addressing issues of agreed-
upon concern and significance.43

At the political level, Germany made a proposal for a
World Environment Organization in 1997 at the Rio+5
meeting, and at the time was supported by Brazil, Singa-
pore and South Africa; and in 1999, Renato Ruggiero as
WTO Executive Director called for a World Environment
Organization as a counterweight to the WTO.44 This pro-
posal was re-launched by the French President Chirac at
the fifty-eighth UN General Assembly in 2003. The French
government proposed transforming UNEP from a UN pro-
gramme into a UN Environment Organization or special-
ized UN agency, and established an informal working
group of selected developed and developing countries for

this purpose.45 Building on the French initiative, in Sep-
tember 2007 Brazil organised an informal ministerial con-
ference where it proposed the creation of an umbrella in-
stitution with broader responsibility for sustainable de-
velopment.46 However, so far, no consensus has emerged
from these consultations.

Others view the proposal of a new World Environ-
ment Organization critically and propose a more bottom-
up approach as an alternative. Thus, it has been suggested
that clustering the numerous international agreements in
order to tackle institutional overlaps and fragmentation
would be a more effective alternative.47 The idea of clus-
tering MEAs was first promoted at the political level dur-
ing the IEG process: Switzerland strongly supported the
aim of improving coordination among, and the effective-
ness of, the MEAs; it promoted the concept of clustering
related MEAs as an important tool for enhancing synergies,
linkages, coordination and cooperation; and called for a
structural and organisational integration of related insti-
tutions as well as their geographical co-location where
appropriate.48 Based on the Swiss proposals, the Cartagena
recommendations on strengthening IEG included several
explicit references to the desirability of clustering related
MEAs and to the further strengthening of the chemicals
and waste cluster.49 After the adoption of the Cartagena
IEG decision, Switzerland successfully lobbied for the
effective implementation of this decision. Within the proc-
ess of developing a Strategic Approach to International
Chemicals Management (SAICM), Switzerland made sev-
eral proposals on further concretising and operationalising
the decision to develop an international chemicals and
waste cluster.50 Underlining the necessity to enhance
synergies, efficiencies and effectiveness in the interna-
tional chemicals and waste cluster, Switzerland offered to
co-locate the secretariats of the Rotterdam Convention on
the Prior Informed Consent Procedure for Certain Haz-
ardous Chemicals and Pesticides in International Trade
and the Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pol-
lutants (POPs) within the emerging chemicals and waste
cluster in Geneva.51

After the successful co-location of the secretariats of
the new chemicals conventions in Geneva, Switzerland
called for a further integration of the secretariats of the
Basel, Rotterdam and Stockholm conventions and con-
vened an informal meeting in 2006 to present its idea
about joint management for the three convention secre-
tariats. The same year, Switzerland, supported by Norway
and Senegal, presented at the COP 2 of the POPs Con-
vention a draft decision calling for a joint head of the
three convention secretariats.52 While the proposal for a
joint head was not accepted by the COP, the Stockholm,
Rotterdam and Basel conventions subsequently estab-
lished a joint working group to explore further possibili-
ties to enhance synergies between the three conventions.
The Joint Working Group concluded its work in March
2008 and submitted a comprehensive package of meas-
ures to enhance synergies and cooperation between the
conventions, including proposals for joint secretariat serv-
ices and a simultaneous extraordinary COP of the three
conventions.53 ➼
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Thus, it can be concluded that the international com-
munity has undertaken several efforts to address the short-
comings of the international environmental regime. In-
ter-governmental and intra-institutional approaches have
been supported by proposals and initiatives from indi-
vidual states, civil society and academic writings. At this
stage, the UNEP Cartagena Package has so far been the
most comprehensive effort to strengthen international en-
vironmental governance. And while proposals for a World
or UN Environment Organization have not yet gained suf-
ficient momentum, bottom-up approaches to strengthen
cooperation, coordination and synergies between MEAs
promise certain progress. All these proposals and initia-
tives have focused so far primarily on institutional aspects
of international environmental governance. However, they
have not yet proven sufficient to allow the emergence of
a comprehensive, coherent, effective and efficient inter-
national environmental regime. Therefore, it seems that
institutional measures for strengthening international
environmental governance have to be complemented by
other approaches, all the more considering that the systemic
and institutional deficiencies are not sufficient by them-
selves to explain the shortcomings of the current regime
and current policies.

Proposal for a Set of Global Environmental
Goals (GEGs)

In his opening address to the Global Ministerial Envi-
ronment Forum/UNEP Governing Council 2006 in Dubai,
Swiss President Moritz Leuenberger, underlining the cru-
cial necessity of an effective protection of our natural re-
source base, stressed that “[w]e need two things in order
to fulfil our responsibilities and defend our interests bet-
ter: firstly, strong institutions, and secondly, goals”.54 He
therefore launched the idea of Global Environmental Goals
(GEGs). The core idea of this proposal is to compile a set
of goals, targets and indicators for international environ-
mental policy in order to complement institutional meas-
ures to strengthen international environmental governance.
One year later, during the ministerial discussions at the
Global Ministerial Environment Forum/UNEP Govern-
ing Council 2007 in Nairobi, several ministers referred to
and supported this proposal and the Global Ministerial
Environment Forum concluded to assign UNEP the task
to “[m]onitor and evaluate existing global environmental
objectives and actions”.55

The environmental sector does not have a set of com-
mon overarching goals and targets as exists for interna-
tional development policy in the form of the MDGs.56

Although the MDGs were not new in the sense that they
derived from the global conferences and from the body of
international norms and laws that had been codified over
the past half-century,57 this policy tool had a remarkable
integrative effect on the development sector and was able
to provide focus and common orientation. It unites the
international development policy instruments and institu-
tions behind a common mission. There is broad agree-
ment that “[g]ood institutional design, […], includes meas-
urable obligations and compliance and enforcement re-
gimes”.58 While the MDGs provide a general framework

for the overarching sustainable development agenda with
a primary focus on developmental aspects, they do not
suffice for serving as a roadmap for the international en-
vironmental regime.59 Because environmental considera-
tions were included in a superficial instead of an integ-
rative manner, the MDGs did not have a similar effect on
environmental policy as on development policy. Goal 7,
which resolves to ensure environmental sustainability, is
too generic to have any concrete effect on international
environmental policy and its institutions. Moreover, the
specific targets linked to Goal 7 which include halving
the proportion of people without access to safe drinking
water and achieving a significant improvement in the lives
of slum dwellers further confirms the developmental
focus of the whole tool. However, rational pursuit of sus-
tainable development requires orientation, focus and com-
mitment to the environmental policy pillar as well. And
this demands “that we have clear goals, that we
operationalize those goals in terms of measurable results,
that we devise analytical tools for deciding priority ac-
tions, and that we monitor and evaluate our progress”.60

The Swiss proposal for GEGs consisting of goals, targets
and indicators recognises this necessity and builds on it.

Regarding the different elements of the GEGs and their
structural logic, the following guidelines should be fol-
lowed: The goals should synthesise key environmental
objectives agreed upon earlier at global conferences or in
Multilateral Environmental Agreements with global par-
ticipation and reflect the most important environmental
challenges of global concern. They should be general in
character and establish a universal objective for safeguard-
ing the environment in a specific field. Potential goals are
typically to be found in ministerial declarations or in arti-
cles of conventions which outline the principal objective(s)
of the instrument. In order to fulfil their purpose, the goals
need to be pertinent and comprehensible to a broad pub-
lic at the same time. The goals should further each be bro-
ken down into specific targets. These targets should re-
flect primary international measures or obligations for
achieving the overarching goals. In order to keep action
focused, they should be limited in number. Where possi-
ble, the targets should include a time-frame for their
achievement. Again, the targets can largely be drawn from
key environmental commitments made earlier at global
conferences or in Multilateral Environmental Agreements.
Last but not least, the goals and targets should be supple-
mented with quantifiable indicators for monitoring
progress in implementation. Regular reviewing of progress
at international, regional and national level is a crucial
component of the Global Environmental Goals policy tool.

Over the last decades, the international community has
agreed to join forces in fighting some of the most serious
forms of environmental degradation such as the loss of
the earth’s biological diversity; global climate change;
depletion of the ozone layer; air pollution; decreasing qual-
ity and quantity of freshwater resources; pollution and
overfishing of marine areas; damages resulting from the
production, transport and use of chemicals and the gen-
eration and unsound disposal of waste; loss and unsus-
tainable management of forests; as well as unsustainable
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use of soils and fragile ecosystems. Respective regulatory
regimes have been and still are being gradually developed
and contain many important environmental objectives and
commitments. The outcomes of the UN Conference on
Human Environment (Stockholm 1972), the UN Confer-
ence on Environment and Development (Rio de Janeiro
1992), the World Summit on Sustainable Development
(Johannesburg 2002), and of other relevant global sum-
mits and conferences, as well as important international
environmental treaties, should therefore be the principal
sources for identifying the goals and targets for the GEGs.

Some of the global environmental commitments made
by the international community over the last decades (such
as the various WSSD targets) include a specific time limit;
others do not. Even if there is no specific time limit for
the goals and targets, progress should be monitored and
reported continuously on the global, regional and country
level. To this end, indicators have to be defined for each
of the targets. The indicators should be clear and measur-
able and should show progress in quantitative terms. For
many of the targets, such indicators have already been
defined or are being developed either by the competent
MEA itself or by specialised bodies and statistical experts.
Thus, in completing the GEGs proposal with indicators,
one can also draw largely on existing work.

Over the last two decades, there has been a lot of em-
phasis on means of implementation in international nego-
tiations. This is logical, since commitments are not of much
use if there are no means to live up to them. It also reflects
a growing despair due to the fact that progress on the
ground has been very slow. The GEGs would be no dif-
ferent. Success of this policy tool depends on the means
made available, both at national and international levels,
keeping in mind Principle 7 of the Rio Declaration on
common but differentiated responsibilities of developed
and developing countries. Financial and human resources
are needed as well as scientific and technological means,
capacity building and institutional development. The
GEGs cannot be a cure-all, but they could greatly facili-
tate mobilising means of implementation for sustainable
development. Raised political importance and public
awareness of global environmental challenges will trig-
ger efforts by the international community and by the
countries themselves to provide increased means for the
environmental contribution to sustainable development
and to the attainment of the MDGs. Considering both the
existing deficiencies of the international environment
policy and the experience with the MDGs, several positive
effects of vital importance are to be expected from the GEGs.
They will:
• affirm commitment to environmental protection: The

GEGs will constitute a political signal. They will affirm
key commitments of the international community to
environmental protection and to sustainable develop-
ment, and will stimulate concrete action to achieve
them.

• provide common orientation and focus: The inter-
national community has chosen to tackle environmental
problems each on its own. This has made it difficult to
avoid dispersion and to ensure that everyone pulls in the

same direction. The GEGs will provide the many
specialised tools and institutions with a common orien-
tation and will improve cooperation amongst them in
addressing global environmental challenges.

• complement efforts to strengthen international envi-
ronmental governance: The GEGs present a remedy
for some of the shortcomings of international envi-
ronment policy. They could complement ongoing in-
stitutional reform processes by emphasising the com-
mon overarching objectives of environmental policy and
the need for coherent action. By that they would
also contribute to strengthening UNEP as the central
pillar of the international environment regime.

• render environmental issues accessible to the wider
public: Environmental problems are often complex in
nature. Consequently, instruments that deal with them
tend to be technical and complicated. In addition,
political commitments are often the fruit of intense
negotiations and therefore tend to be difficult to
decipher. The GEGs will make international environ-
mental policy more accessible and easier to commu-
nicate to a broad audience.

• increase awareness of environmental challenges:
Responsible stewardship of natural resources and the
environment cannot be reached through cooperation
amongst countries alone; it must also involve individu-
als. The GEGs will help to raise public awareness of
environmental issues of global concern through
increased media attention.

• ensure accountability of progress: Words cannot im-
prove the state of the environment if they are not fol-
lowed up by action. The international community’s
progress in achieving the goals and targets can be meas-
ured and monitored by means of the indicators that
accompany them.

• improve coherence: Policy makers can only take sound
and coherent political decisions if they take into ac-
count all relevant information. The GEGs will ensure
that environmental considerations are present at the
highest political level so that wise and sustainable
decisions for a better future can be taken.

• generate new means of implementation: The GEGs will
have a positive impact on the availability of resources
for sustainable development. They will trigger efforts
at various levels to provide increased means for the
environmental contribution to sustainable development
and to the attainment of the MDGs.

• strengthen the environmental contribution to realis-
ing the MDGs: The GEGs will serve as a compact,
practical and useful tool for ensuring the com-
plementarity of international environment and devel-
opment policy in the interest of present and future gen-
erations, and for clarifying the specific contributions
of the environmental pillar of sustainable development
to the MDGs.

In conclusion, GEGs promise to be a very valuable
tool. They can strengthen the environmental contribution
to achieving the MDGs, affirm the international commu-
nity’s commitment to the protection of the environment,
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generate new means of implementation, provide guidance
and focus for international environmental policy insti-
tutions, complement efforts to strengthen international
environmental governance, render environmental policy
accessible to a wider public, increase awareness on global
environmental challenges, ensure accountability of
progress, and improve coherence in political decision
making.

Conclusion: Global Environmental Goals –
A Task for UNEP

As mentioned before, the list of GEGs should not be
negotiated by the international community. It should con-
tain the gist of previously negotiated global commitments
to safeguard the environment. Renegotiating what has al-
ready been agreed upon before would only be counter-
productive. Negotiating would also be contradictory to
the requirements for the GEGs to be clear and comprehen-
sible, given the nature of international negotiations and
the custom of reaching compromise through complicated
and cryptic formulations. Developing the list of GEGs is
primarily a matter of selecting and compiling the most
important existing global environmental commitments.

Being the central pillar of the international environ-
mental architecture, UNEP certainly is the institution best
suited to perform this task.61 The UNEP secretariat could
therefore play a crucial role in developing the GEGs tool.
It could be instrumental in identifying relevant environ-
mental objectives and commitments, and could also as-
sist in identifying the indicators best suited to monitor
progress in reaching the goals and targets. UNEP could
thereby make use of existing work in this field and coop-
erate with MEA secretariats, specialised bodies and na-
tional statistical experts as necessary. Progress in achiev-
ing the GEGs would need to be monitored. The annual
session of the Global Ministerial Environment Forum/
UNEP Governing Council would provide the perfect plat-
form for the international community to check regularly
if the world is on track to reach the GEGs, and to ensure
the environmental contribution to achieving the MDGs.

As environmental degradation continues to threaten
life on our planet, the need for strengthening international
environmental governance remains paramount. The
proposed tool of Global Environmental Goals could com-
plement ongoing institutional efforts and contribute to
addressing today’s environmental challenges in a more
effective manner.
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Introduction
ITTO is an intergovernmental organisation with a

mandate to promote the conservation and sustainable man-
agement, use and trade of tropical forest resources. ITTO
was established in 1986 under the Inter-
national Tropical Timber Agreement (ITTA),
1983, but its origins can be traced back to at
least 1976. The long series of negotiations
that eventually led to the first ITTA began
at the Fourth Session of the United Nations
Conference on Trade and Development
(UNCTAD) following the addition of tropi-
cal timber to the original list of commodi-
ties in the proposed UNCTAD Integrated
Programme for Commodities. The ITTA, one
of several commodity agreements that eventually materi-

alised out of that programme, was adopted in 1983. But it
took another two years for it to enter into force and a fur-
ther 18 months before the location of the headquarters
was agreed upon and an Executive Director appointed.

Thus, ITTO began operating in early 1987.
Things changed considerably over the
seven years that it took to conclude the
ITTA, 1983, and the further four years it
took to activate it. World concern over the
fate of the tropical forests was intensifying
and the international community was be-
ing asked to mobilise to avert disaster. Con-
servation had become at least as important
a consideration in the negotiations as trade.
So the ITTA that eventually entered into

force was not a conventional commodity agreement; it
was just as much an agreement for forest conservation
and development as for trade. It contained eight objec-
tives, which fell into three broad groups. Under the first
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