Returned from Johannesburg, Cork Environmental Forum representative Jacqueline Hodgson reflects on the World Summit 2002

Reflecting on the World Summit which finished in Johannesburg just a few short weeks ago, it is interesting yet very depressing to notice how quickly the major event which brought all the corners of the world together, was eclipsed within days by talk of war, and that talk has continued with the threat of military action progressing the agenda.  It begs the question ‘what are we really more interested and excited by’, but more subtly ‘what do we feel more threatened by’.  The possibility of ecological collapse does not seem to worry many, yet the prospect of a war apparently over one country’s nuclear stockpile (when we all know that Iraq would not be the only bad guy in this regard) has brought out many expressions of fear and outrage.  Perhaps we are witnessing at a global level what is frequently expressed at the more local level, that ecological concerns are really quite complex, the different views, the number of irons in the fire and definitions of words like sustainability leave many people too bewildered to develop a view.  Who has what weapons is however another thing, a very clear choice to chose a position on.  Or  is it?  Is the population being fooled by all the gung ho talk, when the facts suggest a very different scenario, that in fact this pressure on Iraq is about access to a very valuable resource, crude oil, the real currency that fuels the world economy, in other words an environmental battle?  A  strategic vital resource, crude oil should have been a key part of the Summit discussions, such as “how do we work towards the future when the oil has run out”, yet it was only mentioned in terms of its potential to pollute.  Nuclear armaments also carry clear environmental threats, yet that is not the concern being expressed.  Again, it's becoming complicated, too much like science, so much easier to assume who are the good guys and who are not. 

The World Summit was an enormous event and its results are intended to influence and guide us towards sustainable policies and practices.  We need to reflect on what happened in Johannesburg and consider whether its outcomes are appropriate for Ireland.  Can we perhaps do more than the minimum for our own sustainable future?  Does the influence we exert internationally make the situation better or worse for those in dire need?  There were so many events covering so many issues in JoBurg no one delegate could cover everything, no one observer could take it all in, but a couple of weeks down the road and some of the reality of the outcomes begins to fall into place.

Johannesburg is a long way from Rio and as the 10 days of the recent World Summit progressed, the great achievements for a sustainable future, forged a decade ago at Rio seemed ever more distant.   Just to arrive at Johannesburg, as a delegate faced with finding the way around a very foreign city was daunting.  The multi-storey buildings of “Sandton Village” (where the main conferences were held) were in a security enclave, fenced off with wire and security guards.  Accreditation for groups to attend the Summit was very restricted (presumably to prevent “those anti globalisation types” ) and to enter the conference centres delegates were put through an airport security system at every turn.

The settings and the meetings provided many contrasts.  Bang next to the citadels of opulence which comprise Sandton lies Alexander, one of the poorest townships in Johannesburg, Sandton was one of the last developments of the previous government in 1992.  Johannesburg is a huge metropolis with a population of 4 million.   A fleet of minibuses was brought into Johannesburg to ship the expected 60,000 delegates around the City, where over 500 events and meetings were organised at 7 separate locations over the 2 weeks of the Summit.   This was a missed opportunity.  Why were these just regular buses, when the UN could have installed a fleet of buses running on renewable energy, providing a model for other countries to try out during their stay and leaving a better legacy for Jo.Burg?  In fairness, there was a Greening of the Summit organisation working away who were busy measuring the energy and water use of the delegates, a useful way to keep us all thinking about the amenities and comforts we enjoyed for the privilege of for our stay.  They estimated for example that each delegate was using 200 litres of water each day (maybe if we had had to go and fetch it some good distance on foot some of us might have used less).

There were a number of conferences taking place in parallel around Jo.Burg.  In particular there was a Civil Global Forum organised by South Africa Civil Society which involved a huge number of events organised by non government organisations (ngo.s), including Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth etc.  An Indigenous Peoples’ Summit had taken place in the few days leading up to the main Summit.  There was also a Youth Summit, a Global Judges Summit, and EnviroLaw Conference, and Implementation Conference, and Trades Union Summit, a Forum on Water (No Water - No Future)  and much more including a Local Government Session organised by the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI).  All these conferences were hoping to influence the outcomes of the Summit.  There was also Ubuntu Village, a global fair full of fascinating exhibits and information from around the world, providing some light relief from the often passionate  meetings.

Cork Environmental Forum was the only regional organisation represented on the Irish Official Delegation of about 35, which included a number of  Government officials from the departments of Environment, Development and Foreign Affairs, including Ministers Tom Kitt T.D. and Martin Cullen and An Taoiseach Bertie Ahern T.D. together with ngo. representatives from  An Taisce, Earthwatch, Grian, Trocaire, Christian Aid, KADE., Community Workers Co-operative and the National Sustainability Partnership Comhar.  As Development Officer for the Forum, I tried to be in as many of the right places at the right time as I could.  

There was a lot to understand and cover if we were to have any input to the process.  The Government representatives were involved for very long days in EU negotiations which fed into the “Vienna Process”  i.e. the meetings at which the decisions were being taken.   The object of the exercise was to agree a Plan of Implementation (for the Rio agreements) for Sustainability.  The 153 paragraph document had been drafted during the 4 international preparatory meetings held over the last 2 years leading up to the Summit.  The Plan had been 75% agreed by the beginning of the Summit, but there were big areas of some paragraphs which were still in brackets - still unagreed.  The sections to be agreed had implications for trade, energy usage, water and sanitation, globalisation, protection of biodiversity - in other words all the real issues that divide the haves from the have nots and where environmental care was compromised.  A lot of the ‘difficult’ text included commitments to targets and timetables.

The Irish ngo.s lobbied through issue based caucus meetings which were held most days and then at the EU briefings where questions and points could be raised in the hope of influencing decision makers.  The ngo’s made their positions and views very clear, expressing major concerns about the consequences of not bringing the international community into a strong commitment for sustainable progress.  As the first week of negotiations proceeded the deliberations continued later into the nights as compromise between very opposing viewpoints was sought.  The plan of implementation for sustainability had begun as a clear programme with targets and timetables for achievement, a week later it seemed that stalemate on the key issues had been reached.

Trade issues were linked into many aspects of the plan.  For example export subsidies which favour richer countries selling their goods over poor countries who cannot match the lower prices, yet cannot apply subsidises even if they can afford them.  Many countries, including the EU as a block are party to the World Trade Organisation (WTO), and there were several attempts to bring this JoBurg Plan of Implementation into line with WTO rules and regulations, an unacceptable position for some countries not signed up (or benefiting from ) the WTO.  Proposed reductions in energy usage caused a furore, some countries wishing to expand their usage as they build infrastructures to provide energy where previously there has been none, others wishing to comply with the Kyoto agreement (which requires most countries to reduce to their 1990 levels of emissions).  Similarly there were many strong arguments for commitments to increase the proportion of renewable energy in different countries - the plan looked for 15% by 2015.  Some countries wanted this quota to include nuclear energy, others were vehemently opposed to this.   While understandably many of the different positions were due to the current disparity between those who have access to markets, energy delivery infrastructures and clean water and those who don’t.  There was however a more sinister aspect where some countries which are rich and do take advantage of the poorer countries clearly wished to continue business as usual.  The proposals to bring corporate accountability and transparency into the plan were also lost.

So what was left in the plan of implementation?  Essentially this was a very watered down agreement.  There was some loss of what had been achieved at Rio, namely the precautionary principle, which enables countries to refuse something based on reasonable concern rather than conclusive scientific evidence, good examples of this being nuclear energy and GMOs.  The precautionary principle has been written into European law, so for us at least it continues to count, however what will happen when Ireland tries to refuse to import goods where WTO (World Trade Organisation) rules apply?  Regarding trade, Ethiopia saved the day at the 11th hour by adamantly refusing to allow  the plan to be consistent with WTO requirements, the rest of G77 followed and that sentence was deleted.  While the US refused to accept energy reductions in line with Kyoto, the EU invited other countries to join with them to make a commitment to comply and again at the 11th hour, Russia and China agreed to sign up to Kyoto.   Clear guidance on retaining biodiversity in terms of ecosystems (how else?) was also watered down to a general agreement on their value, but an agreed target of 2015 for the restoration of the depleted fisheries should be welcome news for Ireland.  A proposal for poverty eradication by countries committing 0.7% of their GNP to overseas aid failed but agreement was reached to halve by the year 2015 the proportion of the world’s people whose income is less than a dollar a day, and the same for the number who suffer from hunger and don't have access to clean water.   In the last few days of the Summit a political declaration was drawn up, the final agreed text of which was another reduced affair where even the human rights elements were removed.

The Summit just by happening did however serve some very good purpose.  It brought people together.  People who wouldn’t normally meet found themselves chatting over an informal meal, and there was plenty of learning in this.  One such casual encounter led to my giving a late night interview for radio Japan, the delegate who had chanced upon my table wanted to know all about the Irish 'plastic bag' tax.  The Japanese apparently find it hard to believe we’ve made it work.  The UN tried to further this process by announcing a series of partnerships, but when they were being proposed by groups like the World Bank and the WTO no-one could be blamed for being very sceptical of their good intentions.  The Local Authority’s conference ‘Local Action Moves the World’ which I attended didn’t get much press in Ireland yet was probably one of the most upbeat of all the events going on.  Delegates there celebrated 10 years of implementing sustainability at the local level, sharing ideas, good models of practice and showed how despite what may or may not be happening at the national level, it is within the powers of dedicated local operators to bring in sustainable practices.  Over 650 delegates attended this conference, yet I was the only one from Ireland, and attending this gave me the opportunity to place the Cork Environmental Forum submission into the hand of the President of the United Nations when he attended that conference.  Together with all these delegates I planted a tree, the first of a WSSD Memorial park at Potchestroom “Platinum City”  - 2 hours from Jo.Burg.  Many of the parallel events, meetings which were arranged all over the place provided centres of learning of the highest calibre.  Issues from Environmental Justice to Globalisation and Indigenous people’s rights were discussed and debated into late hours with international experts.  The full spectrum of players were there from internationally acclaimed writers such as Naomi Klein to the President of the World Bank, all holding press conferences and contributing to the white sea of paper which informed and directed the delegates for their next meeting.  

Yet what do we bring home from the Summit?  Well we bring the plan of implementation and political declaration , which is supposed to direct sustainability for the next decade and should guide all international decision making.  The Local Authority’s conference issued a common declaration providing a framework for implementing LA21 at the Local level.   While this was ignored in Jo.Burg the Forum will seek to bring it into Cork and maybe further afield in Ireland and we can continue to network with the contacts we made at JoBurg.  But most of all, those of us privileged to attend and the groups we represented can continue the learning and understanding about sustainability around the world.  What we do here does impact further afield and we must seek to bring this learning to our own and the daily lives of those around us.  Probably one of the most significant outcomes fo the summit was to identify what could be achieved i.e. the plan of implementation BEFORE it was watered down.  Also to verify what the so called anti globalisation groups have been being saying for some years, that the voice of big business has a major influence on international decisions, to the extent that national governments are being subjugated and following the lead of multinationals.  The real force against sustainability was exposed and national governments would do well to recognise how much they have sold themselves down the line.  We should ask ourselves, who are these multinationals accountable to and is their only goal to make a profit at all costs?  This was a question asked over and over at JoBurg.

The Irish Government was disappointed by the outcomes of the Summit, their delegates reported back to Cabinet.  They were sceptical of the announced partnerships as a way forward and in line with the EU are progressing on the energy agreements outside of the watered down agreements.  Ireland would do well to review the original plan of implementation and examine some of the fine speeches made by some of the smaller countries such as Costa Rica, which could provide Ireland with a formula for a real national plan for sustainability.  Meanwhile at the local level, Cork Environmental Forum is counting on the local players to keep up the good work.

