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he main framework of the United Nations Con-

ference on Environment and Development
(UNCED) 1992, its related agreements (the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC), United Nations Convention on Biologi-
cal Diversity (CBD) and the United Nations Con-
vention to Combat Desertification) and its follow-up
processes is to place the environment together with
development in a single context. This is a unique
achievement which has to be preserved and ad-
vanced, and not detracted from or diverted from.

UNCED was a watershed event that raised hopes of
people around the world of the emergence of a new
global partnership. This new partnership, arising
from the "Spirit of Rio", would change the present
course of international relations, tackle the growing
global environment crisis and simultaneously strive
for more equitable international economic relations
that would be the basis for promoting sustainable de-
velopment (including addressing the environment
crisis) globally and in each country.

The unique and important achievement of UNCED
was that through its long, open and participatory pre-
paratory and Summit processes, the world's diplo-
mats, policy makers and highest political leaders rec-
ognised not only the environment crisis in its many
facets, but how this was embedded in economic and
social systems, and that a realistic and long-term solu-
tion lay in dealing with both the environment and the
development crises simultaneously and in an inte-
grated fashion.

UNCED also involved thousands of non-
governmental organisations, making it an important
landmark for catalysing the development of a "global
citizen movement” and also enabled a dialogue be-
tween civil society and governments. It generated an
international community that shared an understand-
ing of the integrated nature of environment and de-
velopment, and a recognition that in the next few
years there was the crucial need and opportunity to

save humanity from environmental catastrophe and
social disorder.

The "compact" or core political agreement at the Earth
Summit was the recognition that the global ecological
crisis had to be solved in an equitable way, through
partnership. This was captured in the principle of
"common but differentiated responsibility" in the Rio
Declaration. This principle acknowledged that devel-
oped countries have historically and at present been
more responsible for the despoliation of the global
environment, have more resources due to the imbal-
ances in the world economy, and have greater re-
sponsibility in resolving environmental problems.
Developing countries were hampered from meeting
the basic needs of its people by their unfavourable
position in the world economy, and their national
resources were being drained through falling com-
modity prices, heavy debt burdens and other out-
flows. Development is their top priority and environ-
mental concerns should be integrated with (and not
detract from) development objectives.

The UNCED framework recognised and built in
some of the key complexities of an integrated ap-
proach:

. It recognised the environmental crisis and the
need for deep reform of production and con-
sumption patterns. It recognised the sustaina-
bility principle, that present production
should not compromise meeting the needs of
the future. It recognised the precautionary
principle.

. It also also recognised the “right to develop-
ment” and the development needs and priori-
ties of economic growth in developing coun-
tries plus social development goals including

poverty eradication, jobs creation, food,
health, education, etc.
. From the recognition of the above, the three

pillars of “sustainable development” were
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accepted as environmental protection, eco-
nomic development and social develop-
ment.

. It recognised the need not only for national
action but also international policies and
actions in understanding and addressing
the issues, and that for developing countries
national action must be supported by inter-
national policies and actions to enable im-
plementation of sustainable development.

. In this context it recognised that countries
played different roles in contributing to the
environmental crisis, that countries are at
different stages of development, and that
these must lead to key principles and have
important implications for actions and for
the international cooperation framework.

. Out of this arose the equity principle of
common but differentiated responsibilities.
It recognised that the major contribution to
pollution (including Greenhouse Gas emis-
sions) and resource depletion was by devel-
oped countries, and that developing coun-
tries are now disadvantaged because there
is little “environmental space” left, which
has implications for their future develop-
ment. In practical terms, there should be a
three-prong approach to achieving sustaina-
ble development: (1) The developed coun-
tries have to take the lead in changing pro-
duction and consumption patterns (their
economic model); (2) Developing countries
would maintain their development goals
but take on sustainable development meth-
ods and paths; (3) Developed countries
commit to enable and support the develop-
ing countries' sustainable development
through finance, technology transfer and
appropriate reforms to the global economic
and financial structures or practices (this is
why there were chapters on finance, tech-
nology, trade, commodities, etc in Agenda
21).

In concrete terms, the implications of the above
were as follows:

First, the North would change its production and
consumption patterns. It would take the lead in im-
proving environmental standards, reduce pollution
and the use of toxic materials, and cut down the use
and waste in natural resources, including through
changing lifestyles. By "putting its own house in
order", the North would show an example to the
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rest of the world that there is a need for a change in
economic and social behaviour in order to solve the
environment crisis;

Second, the North would help the South with financial
aid and technology transfer, and through partnership
in bringing about a more favourable international eco-
nomic environment (through more equitable terms of
trade, debt relief, etc). This would enable the South to
have greater resources and a larger "development
space" that would in turn facilitate a change in the de-
velopment model that would be more environmental-
ly sustainable;

Third, the South, having more financial and techno-
logical resources, would manage its economy better,
give priority to policies that meet people's needs, im-
prove pollution standards and reduce depletion of
resources such as forests.

Fourth, international agencies and structures would
help further this process; for example, by reducing the
debt problem of developing countries and reviewing
the content of structural adjustment policies, by ensur-
ing that the trade system brings about more favoura-
ble results for developing poor countries, by helping
to mobilise financial resources and providing technical
aid in improving environmental standards.

Fifth, issues requiring an integration of economic and
environmental concerns (such as the interaction of
trade and environment; and the relation between in-
tellectual property rights and environmental technolo-
gy and indigenous knowledge) should be resolved
through North-South partnership in which the devel-
opment needs of the South would be adequately rec-
ognised.

If the above principles are to be followed, then the
concept of sustainable development would have at
least two major components, each balancing the other:
environmental protection and meeting the basic
and human needs of present and future generations.
Thus, sustainable development would not only in-
volve ecological practices that enable meeting the
needs of future generations, but a change in produc-
tion and consumption patterns in an equitable manner
whereby resources which are currently being wasted
are saved and rechanneled to meeting the needs of
everyone today as well as the needs of future genera-
tions. In this concept, equity among and within coun-
tries in the control and use of resources in ecologically
prudent ways is a most critical factor.

The centre of the North-South debate and negotiations
was conducted in the negotiations on the Rio Declara-
tion on Environment and Development and on the
Agenda 21 Chapters on financial resources and on
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technology transfer. The Rio Declaration negotia-
tions became the heart of the UNCED's debate and
later "partnership" on the political principles that
would govern international relations in the treat-
ment of global environmental problems. The devel-
oping countries insisted that the rich and poor
countries should not be viewed on similar terms in
relation to the causes and burden of resolving envi-
ronmental problems, but that the North should bear
a larger burden of costs and responsibilities due to
their larger share in causing the problems and their
relatively larger capacity to meet the costs. Eventu-
ally, much of the South's arguments and perspec-
tives prevailed, as manifested in several of the Rio
Declaration principles, especially Principle 3 that
"the right to development must be fulfilled so as to
equitably meet developmental and environmental
needs of present and future generations", and Prin-
ciple 7 that "in view of the different contributions to
global environmental degradation, States have com-
mon but differentiated responsibilities" and that
"developed countries acknowledge the responsibil-
ity that they bear in the international pursuit of sus-
tainable development in view of the pressures their
societies place on the global environment and of the
technologies and financial resources they com-
mand."

Meanwhile, intense attention was also focused on
finance and on technology transfer, as these two
issues had for the developing countries become
the "proxies" or test issues to determine the serious-
ness of the North in extending assistance to or
agreeing to partnership with the South. The central
argument of the Group of 77 (G77) and China was
that developing countries could successfully make
the transition to sustainable development only if
they could simultaneously take care of their devel-
opment needs. In line with the principle of differ-
entiated responsibility and partnership, the North
had to contribute to "new and additional" financial
resources to the South as well as facilitate the effec-
tive transfer of technology at concessional terms to
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the South. Since the larger issue of redressing the in-
equitable and unbalanced international economic and
trade systems had been side-stepped midway in the
negotiating process, financial aid and technology
transfer had become the specific issues on which
North-South "partnership" would be negotiated and
tested.

The conference in 2012 to mark the 20th anniversary
of the Rio Summit is meant to review the implemen-
tation of the Rio outcomes. The review would be on
the extent to which the sustainable development ob-
jectives have been met, identify the implementation
gaps and propose measures for the way forward. As
the “green economy” concept is being discussed as
part of this process, it must thus be placed integrally
within this holistic framework of UNCED, the Rio
Principles and Agenda 21. This framework also was
the fundamental basis of the UNCED and CBD. The
green economy should have as its basis the environ-
mental imperative, the development (economic and
social) imperative and the equity principle that links
the environment and development dimensions. The
green economy should thus be defined and opera-
tionalised in this EDE (environment, development,
equity) framework, which must also incorporate
both the national and international dimensions. Ob-
jectives, principles, policies, proposals, initiatives, on
the green economy should be within this EDE
framework.
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