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Ms Brennan Van Dyke began her talk by setting the historical context that led to the current mandate of UNEP; she 
presented the various options regarding the future role(s) of UNEP, presently considered by the international 
community.  She then discussed the US vision and a proposed North American approach leading to an implementing 
role of UNEP in environment, particularly in appropriate research and technologies related to renewable energies.    
 
 
The Historical context: 

Global intergovernmental action regarding environmental conservation and environmental protection began with the 
United Nations Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm in 1972, which produced the Stockholm 
Declaration. This action plan with over 100 recommendations on Environmental Assessment, Environmental 
Management, and Support Measures, led to the formation of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 
UNEP’s mission is to provide leadership and encourage partnership in caring for the environment by inspiring, 
informing and enabling nations and peoples to improve their quality of life without compromising that of future 
generations.  

The environment continued to degrade and the Brundtland Commission in 1987 called for more sustainable 
development.  Thus, twenty years after Stockholm, the United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development – the Earth Summit – was held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. It adopted the Rio Declaration and an action 
plan of 40 chapters known as Agenda 21, as well as forest principles.  The conventions on Biological Diversity and 
Climate Change were also signed in Rio.  The Earth Summit resulted in the establishment of the Commission on 
Sustainable Development (CSD) and the adoption of the Global Environment Facility (GEF) funding mechanism, 
closely associated with the World Bank. 

The Commission on Sustainable Development has helped governments to adopt indicators of sustainable 
development. However, UNEP’s report Global Environment Outlook 2000, showed that most environmental trends 
were still negative, and that human vulnerability to environmental damage was increasing. The United Nations 
therefore planned for a Rio +10 Conference, the World Summit on Sustainable Development, which was held in 
Johannesburg in September 2002. 

 
The evolving mandate of UNEP:  

UNEP’s mandate appears to evolve from the development of environmental policies and norms setting in developing 
countries to the implementation of sustainable development.  

One of UNEP’s major accomplishments following the Stockholm Conference of 1972 was in promoting the 
establishment of Environment Ministries in most governments.  UNEP became a major forum for the environmental 
ministers to meet. Two levels of analysis and decision making (global and regional) were identified as important in 
the governance structure of UNEP.  Stronger links between UNEP regional offices and regional environmental 
ministers’ forums are still to develop. 

From the Rio Summit to 2002, UNEP has been particularly successful in helping African countries develop and 
implement their environmental legal frameworks and their ministries of environment.   

However, a coherent environmental agenda was never set and implemented.  The Global Environmental Facility 
was/is only a tool among an impressive environmental agenda. 



Johannesburg was the occasion for the nations to set the environmental and sustainable development agendas and to 
agree to proceed with their implementation. 
 
 
The political focus is on economic globalization: 

Since the end of the Cold War, bilateral aid has become less useful as a means to develop allies.  Multilateral and 
bilateral aid are widely used to implement trade agreements.  Considerable amounts of aid money are used to help 
developing countries to adapt to the new economic order. 

UNEP still is the leading authority to set the environmental agenda.  The annual meetings of UNEP are key 
opportunities to set and review the environmental agenda. But UNEP’s financial base is weak and there is a lack of 
political interest and willingness to strengthen the Programme.   

UNEP, the GEF, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and CSD are the leading agencies in promoting 
and implementing the environmental agenda.  But with respect to  the implementation of sustainable development - 
and the development of synergies between environmental conservation/protection, economy development and 
addressing social issues - the respective roles of these agencies are not clearly specified. 

UNEP does not have the capacity to demonstrate strong environmental governance.  One of the consequences is the 
proliferation of environmental agreements with an apparent lack of coordination.  
 
The USA favors a stronger implementing role for UNEP: 

Subsequent to the Johannesburg Conference, the US government led a strong effort to push UNEP and the CSD to 
shift their agenda from policy development and norms setting to implementation.  A results-oriented approach is 
thereby promoted by the United States. 

In any case, UNEP needs an institutional parity with the other institutions of the UN system.  (UNEP is a UN 
program, not a UN implementing agency). Such a move would potentially enhance the coordinating capacity of 
UNEP, which would give it a stronger ability to implement. 

 
Not all countries agree on strengthening the role of UNEP: 

Developing countries are against a potentially weaker role of the CSD and a stronger role of UNEP. 

There is also a concern about the subordination of the Multilateral Environmental Agreements to UNEP and 
potentially wasting limited financial resources in over-management. 

France supports a stronger coordinating role for UNEP. 

How to strengthen global environmental governance: 

The open-ended group of environmental ministers identified four major areas on which, in their views, the world 
should focus: 



1- Identifying environmental priorities and promoting, coordinating environmental efforts:  this should be 
addressed as a priority by the G9; 
2- Obtaining universal participation in the work of the governing council of UNEP by 2006; 
3- Providing financial security/financial stability to UNEP; and 
4- Supporting UNEP’s role in capacity-building in developing countries. 



QUESTIONS AND DISCUSSION 

Lively debate and questions took place during the shared dinner and a question period that ended towards 9:00P.M. 

A debate took place on the importance of the political will to strengthen UNEP and whether an improved UNEP 
could generate the political will to take better care of the planet.  Ms Van Dyke said that the success obtained by a 
stronger UNEP would generate enhanced political support. 

One participant suggested that an institute on renewable energies could have accomplished more for the sustainable 
development of the planet than an environmental organization, such as UNEP.  Ms Van Dyke recognized the 
importance of shifting from non-renewable and heavily polluting energies to renewable energies, and of mass 
education in that field.  

It was said that money and power are the key ingredients for an environmental organization to influence the major 
departments of agriculture, mining, forestry and industry. It was suggested by one participant that UNDP could share 
with UNEP part of its budget related to environment and development. 

A question was on how to get a national department of environment to focus on sustainable development?  It was 
said that identifying the priorities was essential and that renewable energies and the transformation of energy 
systems appear paramount for the success of the global environmental agenda. 

One participant suggested that UNEP could play a role in the development and emancipation of native peoples in 
Canada, and asked why UNEP was not visibly involved in this area.  Ms Van Dyke stated that UNEP could not 
intrude in Canada’s national responsibilities and affairs, and that its primary responsibility was to focus on 
developing countries; using scarce UNEP resources in a country such as Canada would invite criticism. But she 
noted that UNEP does play a facilitating role in the Arctic Council. 

A question was on the ideal institutional arrangement regarding the conservation and protection of the environment 
and the sustainable development of the planet.  Ms Van Dyke suggested a stronger mandate for UNEP (based on a 
stronger scientific basis) to focus on implementation and capacity-building.  However this could only happen if it is 
entirely supported by donor countries. 

There were also questions on the impediments to the conversion to renewable energies. It was said that the major 
impediment to the use of renewable energies in developing countries was the lack of support to entrepreneurship and 
the lack of credit (and micro-credit).  UNEP pilot projects in solar energies were mentioned as examples of best 
practice. The development of a global network on energy for sustainable development was presented as important. 

A question was about the complementarities of UNEP and the United Nations Industry Organization (UNIDO) 
regarding the implementation of new technologies related to renewable energies.  Ms Van Dyke said that, at this 
stage, all efforts and initiatives were useful.   

Ms Van Dyke indicated that her presentation should not be considered as a summary of UNEP’s vision, mission, and 
goals. She recently joined UNEP and is currently building her team.  Ms. Van Dyke did not prepare a formal 
presentation that could be posted on the Centre on Governance web site. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


