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Global environmental governance - considerations for a way 
forward for the Commonwealth  

 
 
 
Executive summary  
 
Most governments have recognised that environmental issues go beyond political boundaries, 
and that without significant action aimed at changing the way we interact with our 
environment - we will all eventually have to face significant consequences of environmental 
degradation. There is strong consensus in the principle areas of Global Environmental 
Governance (GEG) in need of reform that is intended to make the GEG system more effective 
in driving investment in the environment to bring about sustainable development, and 
thereby bring about the change in our interaction with the environment that is needed. Points 
of convergence for a reformed GEG ‘system’ expressed in publications by the UNEP, the 
Commonwealth Secretariat, and the International Institute for Sustainable Development 
include: i) integrating development and environmental issues, ii) provision of stable financial 
resources, iii) clustering of environmental themes iv) strengthening science and research v) 
enhancing coordination and management vi) better treaty compliance, and vii) coherent UN 
environmental institutional framework.  
 
Commonwealth leaders’ identification of a specific role for Commonwealth Environment 
Ministers in considering an approach to inclusive and comprehensive reform of GEG must now 
be turned into a commitment for serious engagement with the issues most affecting member 
states and consideration as to what specifically is needed to manage, reverse, or enhance 
these issues.  
 
The extent of problems, or potential problems, in all environmental areas, such as climate 
disruption, excess nitrogen, desertification, freshwater degradation and shortages, marine 
fisheries decline, should be known in some detail in order for states to comprehensively 
advocate their respective environmental concerns. This knowledge would lead to evidence 
based persuasive arguments which should be discussed and debated in a forum at a length of 
time allowing for all matters to me conferred. Through these discussions, based on solid 
evidence, Commonwealth states can build a consensus as to how they could contribute to the 
GEG reform. While GEG reform should take into account the opinions of all stakeholders, it is 
clear that some form of bold committed leadership is needed to instigate this reform and see 
it through. The lack of such leadership has been a challenge both at the state and global level 
and Commonwealth states need to break this pattern by taking measures to become leaders 
in good environmental management where ever possible. In more succinct terms: 
 

1. all Commonwealth states should have reliable knowledge about every aspect of the 
environment likely to impact them 

2. Environment Ministers should meet for a length of time sufficient to discuss all major 
concerns  

3. with greater knowledge, and through consultation, the Commonwealth should find 
areas in which it can lead in the reform of GEG 
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1- Introduction  
 
This paper offers a general review, taking note of areas of consensus, of the debate 
surrounding the reform of global environment governance, and specifically seeks to consider 
(i) the role that Commonwealth Environment Ministers could play in driving the agenda for 
effective global environmental governance (GEG), (ii) GEG leadership, and (iii) the greater 
role non-state actors could play in the development of GEG policy and policy implementation. 
The paper also suggests how representatives of Commonwealth states could prepare 
themselves well to represent the wishes and needs of their governments at the global level. 
The paper does not consider the logistical or operational elements of a reformed global 
environmental body.  
 
2- The Commonwealth Consultative Group on the Environment meeting 
 
The Commonwealth Consultative Group on the Environment will hold its Fifteenth Session on 
16 February 2009 in conjunction with the Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environment 
Forum in Nairobi, Kenya. The meeting of the former will focus on the issue of international 
environmental governance reforms. 
 
At the 2007 Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting held in Kampla, Uganda, 
attending Heads expressed concern about the ill preparedness of most international 
institutions to meet the needs of sates in the 21st century. As a result, the Marlborough 
House Statement on Reform of International Institutions was issued in June 2008. With 
regard to the environment the statement expressed concern that there was an absence of 
institutions with the mandate to deal with this global issue, and expressed an intention to 
accelerate UN reforms and their effective implementation to enable such an organisation to 
exist. Most notably for this paper, the Statement declared that: 
   

The effective management of the global environment is one of the most pressing 
international priorities of our generation. The impacts of environmental degradation 
are most starkly felt in the smallest, poorest and most environmentally vulnerable 
countries. A new system of environmental governance must be fully integrated with 
development priorities and concerns, and be responsive to the needs of these 
countries. In addition, a financing mechanism needs to be developed that underpins 
the linkage between development and the environment, and notably supports 
investment in long term sources of energy and environmental efficiency. 
 
    Marlborough House Statement on Reform of International Institutions, 2008 

   
 
 
 
 
 
On 24 September 2008, Commonwealth Heads of Government held a special meeting in New 
York to build on the Marlborough House proceeds. On international environmental 
governance it was said: 
 

[L]eaders agreed that efforts will be focussed on building global consensus on the 
nature of wide-ranging reform, and on promoting consideration of reform in a fully 
inclusive and comprehensive manner which might include the convening of an 
international conference. Commonwealth leaders identified a specific role for 
Commonwealth Environment Ministers in considering an approach to inclusive and 
comprehensive reform, and the value of an international conference on these issues. 

 
Reform of International Environmental Governance: an Agenda for the Commonwealth, Commonwealth Secretariat, 2009 
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3- The Nations Governing Council / Global Ministerial Environment Forum meeting  
 
The 25th Session of the United Nations Governing Council / Global Ministerial Environment 
Forum is due to take place on 16 - 20 February 2009 in Nairobi, Kenya. The first and main 
topic of the session will be globalisation and the environment. There is some level of input 
from civil society that will presumably inform the ministerial discussions about environmental 
and developmental challenges at country and regional levels. The second topic to be 
discussed at the session is international environmental governance. This theme will 
incorporate coordination and cooperation within the UN system and with major groups on 
environmental matters, and contributions of the United Nations Environment Programme as 
an implementing agency of the Global Environment Facility.  
 
4- Our interaction with the environment  
 
In the last few decades more governments have begun to realise that environmental issues 
go beyond political boundaries, and that without significant action many environmental 
problems will either persist or intensify - eventually to the detriment of all people. Following 
this recognition there has been a desire to understand the correlations between human 
interaction with the environment and the latters subsequent degradation, with the aim of 
better administering the environment sustainably, exploiting natural resources, and preparing 
for the now inevitable adverse impacts of climate change. 
 
Three points, taken from a report published by the International Institute for Sustainable 
Development at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark called ‘Global Environmental 
Governance a Reform Agenda’ (2006), succinctly sum up where we stand with regards to 
global environmental governance:   
 

We understand global environmental governance (GEG) as the sum of organizations, 
policy instruments, financing mechanisms, rules, procedures and norms that regulate 
the processes of global environmental protection. 

 
There is great awareness of environmental threats and numerous efforts have 
emerged to address them globally. At the same time—and partly because of the 
rather spectacular growth in awareness and initiatives—the GEG system has 
outgrown its original design and intent. 

 
Even though the GEG system has achieved much in the way of new treaties, more 
money and a more participatory and active system than anyone might have imagined 
three decades ago, environmental degradation continues. [emphasis added by 
author] 
 
Global Environmental Governance a Reform Agenda, International Institute for Sustainable Development at the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of Denmark, 2006 

 
 
 
5- Areas of consensus in the present reform debate  
 
Other than the background paper published by the Commonwealth Secretariat (2009), and 
the papers published by UNEP i) responding to points raised in Paragraph 169 (2006) and ii) 
the background paper for the forthcoming Global Ministerial Environment Forum (2008), 
notable recent publications concerning global environmental governance include a rather 
comprehensive report commissioned by the International Institute for Sustainable 
Development (IISD) at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark (2006), which outlines 
some interesting options for GEG reform. Authors of the report outline six broad areas in 
need of reform, five models of global environment governance reform with the protection of 
the global environment at their heart, and six main challenges to effective global 
environmental governance. Many of the ideas in the afore mentioned paper have also been 
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discussed in the background paper published by the Commonwealth Secretariat, with the 
exception of a few points. Below is a summary of the main themes outlined for possible 
reform found in publications by UNEP, the Commonwealth Secretariat, and the International 
Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD.)  For an overview of the ideas for improvement 
discussed in the papers published by these respective organisations please refer to the list 
following the summaries.  
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CPSU International Institution Reform Programme: Towards a Commonwealth 
Consensus 
 
There is an increasing recognition of the need to reform the current architecture of the 
world’s international institutions to render them more suited to the advent of the 21st 
Century. The CPSU has been engaged in this issue as early as 2005 by addressing 
reform of the UN Developmental Agenda in terms of structural constraints and 
challenges and recommending where efforts should be focussed in the Commonwealth 
to lever change. In the second phase of this programme, following the inclusion of this 
issue at CPSU’s launch of the Commonwealth Finance Ministers Policy Brief in October 
2008, the focus will be on exploring ancillary areas of reform namely reform of 
international financial institutions and towards cohesive international environmental 
governance. The CPSU is dedicated towards exploring these contemporary challenges 
from a Commonwealth perspective and actively convening consultations that render the 
reform process to be inclusive and equitable, particularly with regards to the harnessing 
the voices and vision of small states and emerging economies.  
 
In March 2009, CPSU will be coordinating two key events to explore reform of 
international institutions. On 2 March 2009, the Southern African consultation will bring 
together representatives of Southern African countries to discuss reform of international 
institutions from a Commonwealth and Southern African perspective. On 7-9 March 
2009, a three day conference will be held in London run in conjunction with the 
Commonwealth Scholarship Commission.  The Conference will explore reform of 
international institutions with a range of policy and Commonwealth experts including 
Commonwealth High Commissioners and representatives from NGOs and international 
think tanks. 
 
Dr Bevlyn Olima, CPSU  
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UN Reform Implications for the Environment Pillar 
United Nations Environment Programme, 2006 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Enhanced coordination 
 
The responsibility for UN system-wide environmental coordination constituted a core 
component of UNEP’s original mandate. However, both the Council and the programme 
operations of UNEP have during the last few decades found it challenging to perform the 
original system-wide environmental coordination role. The number of organisations, 
multilateral agreements, agencies, funds and programmes involved in environmental 
activities has increased significantly since 1972. Further enhancement of the coordination 
of environmental activities would require the strengthening of several mutually supportive 
functions.  

2. Improved policy advice and guidance 
 
Policies and norms must be periodically reviewed, adapted and renewed in light of new 
issues and scientific findings, and changes in the magnitude of the environmental 
challenges. An important aspect of improved policies is the opportunity for policymakers 
and scientific experts to interact so that policy relevant knowledge is brought to the 
forefront of decision making in a timely manner. Furthermore, any improvement of policy 
advice and guidance needs to be based on a review of their effectiveness. The decisions 
of international fora often address different aspects of the same management issues at 
national level, such as for instance water management. An issue based approach could 
help to harmonise and rationalize policy review efforts. 

3. Strengthening scientific knowledge, assessment and cooperation 
 
The IEG process highlighted that the increasing complexity of environmental degradation 
now requires an enhanced capacity for scientific assessment, monitoring and early warning 
and called for a further strengthening of UNEP’s scientific base.  

4. Better treaty compliance, while respecting the legal autonomy  
 
The shear number of environmental agreements, estimated to be around 500, has placed 
an increasing burden on States to meet their collective and differentiated individual 
obligations. Better treaty compliance requires increased efforts by the international 
community for addressing financial and institutional constraints in developing countries 
and countries with economies in transition. While compliance with and enforcement of 
treaty is first and foremost the responsibility of the States to the conventions, the States
frequently call on support from other institutions, collectively and individually. UNEP is 
among the institutions regularly called upon by the Conferences of Parties (COPs), their 
subsidiary bodies and parties to provide support in this respect. 
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5. Better integration of environmental activities in the broader development 
framework at operational level 
 
The integration of environmental activities into the broader development framework is at 
the heart of MDG 7 on achieving environmental sustainability. Although achievements 
have been made, they have not kept up with the pace of the accelerating environmental 
degradation including climate change, degradation of ecosystem services, and release of 
chemicals into the environment. Mainstreaming of environmental concerns into other 
sectors requires collaborative efforts across these sectors. It remains a formidable 
challenge for all sectors, but in particular for the environmental institutions both at 
national and international level. It requires a systematic and sustained effort by these 
institutions comparable with those of more established coordinating sectors, such as 
finance and planning. 

6. Capacity building: - linkages between the normative work and operational 
activities 
 
Capacity building, technology support and support for the implementation of international 
obligations are key components of UNEP’s operational activities. Although the resources 
for capacity building are very limited UNEP has over the last few years made some 
progress in raising significant additional financial resources through cooperation with 
donor countries in the form of partnership agreements. The need to strengthen and 
coordinate capacity building in the field of the environment was brought to the front of 
UNEP’s priorities through the IEG process and the adoption of the Bali Strategic Plan on 
Capacity Building and Technology Support (BSP) in 2005. 
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Reform of International Environmental Governance: an Agenda for 
the Commonwealth 

Commonwealth Secretariat, 2009 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. UNEO with development at its core  

Need to establish an authoritative organisation with a strong political base, clear hierarchy 
vis-à-vis other organisations, bring salience and operationalisation of environmental-
development imperatives. This will ensure coherence on environmental problems as they 
relate to development and an effective means for responding to them. 

2. A finance mechanism is key to a new organisation  
 
Presently the funding base in unstable, there are low levels of funding for the development 
side of the environment, and the funding procedures are fragmented and burdensome. A 
finance mechanism would provide the power and means of implementation, operationalise 
the link between development and environment, reduce procedural and administrative 
burdens for funding, mobilise private sector funding, create markets for reducing 
environment externalities, and improve valuation of ecosystem services. 
 

3. Principles-based organisation  
 
There is a need for codifications and strengthening of international environmental law. This 
would create consistency of international environmental law between separate regimes and 
processes, greater compliance and enforcement and effectiveness of law.  
 

4. Permanent base science-policy interface  
 
There is a need for sound science for policy making, integration and holistic approach to 
scientific advice including development and environment inter-linkages, policy and MEA 
implementation review, address proliferation of multiple science assessments, identify 
emerging issues and threats. Such a change would enable cross-cutting science to address 
multiple MEAs, science oriented to policy needs, independent science base with permanent 
authorising environment, increase and influence and authority of new organisation for 
environment and development.  

5. Creation of a co-ordination council  
 
Current hierarchy of IEG decision-making is incoherent leading to fragmentation 
inefficiencies and overlap; better co-ordination with Multilateral Environmental Agreements 
(MEAs) and development organisations such as UNDP, the World Bank and UNDP. A clear 
foundation of co-ordination would provide legal clarity, clear political authority and 
leadership, reduction of costs, address inter-linkages between MEAs, and improved 
implementation.  
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Global Environmental Governance a Reform Agenda 
International Institute for Sustainable Development, Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of Denmark, 2006 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Leadership  

The GEG system should grasp the attention and visible support of high-profile political 
leaders. The key institutions within the system should be managed by leaders of the 
highest professional calibre and international repute; all working together towards the best 
interests of the GEG system as a whole. 

2. Knowledge  
 
Science should be the authoritative basis of sound environmental policy. The GEG system 
should be seen as a knowledge-based and knowledge-producing system. 

3. Coherence 
 
GEG should operate as a coherent “system” with reasonable coordination, regular 
communication and a shared sense of direction among its various elements. 
 

4. Performance   
 
The institutions that make up the GEG system should be well-managed; they should have 
the resources they need and should use these resources efficiently; and they should be 
effective in implementation. The ultimate purpose of the GEG system is to improve the 
global environmental condition. 

5. Mainstreaming 
 
The GEG system should seek to incorporate environmental concerns and actions within 
other areas of international policy and action, and particularly so in the context of 
sustainable development. 
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The themes below have been distilled from the suggestions made for reform in the afore 
mentioned publications. However, there are some issues which the IISD paper has outlined 
that are amiss in UNEP’s, and the Secretariat’s respective publication that could be of great 
benefit to overall reform. These issues are i) strong leadership and ii) the involvement of civil 
society. 
 
The following list provides simplified information concerning the points of agreement in the 
publications by the UNEP, the Commonwealth Secretariat, and the IISD. There is not 
indication as to the extent to which each party views the importance of each factor. It should 
also be noted that UNEPs publication is an attempt to understand the organisation’s 
shortcomings and attempt to better manage these, whereas the publications by the 
Secretariat and IISD are from an independent perspective viewing the whole of the GEG 
‘system’. 
 
Points of convergence between the UNEP, Commonwealth Secretariat, and the IISD: 
 

- integrating development and environmental issues, (IISD supports mainstreaming 
environmental issues in all international policy) 

- provision of stable financial resources 
- clustering of environmental themes (although in the Secretariat’s paper this is 

referred to as a ‘principles’ based approach) 
- strengthening science and research   
- enhancing coordination and management 
- better treaty compliance  
- coherent UN environmental institutional framework  

 
6- Leadership in GEG 
 
Better coordination of GEG, and the greater impact it could have in investing in the 
environment for sustainable development has been hampered by the lack of strong, 
influential and persistent leadership at both the state level and within GEG itself.  
 
In the IISD report it is claimed there is a ‘failure of global leaders to demonstrate the political 
will and invest the type of political capital that is needed to raise the profile of environmental 
issues to the appropriate level.’ In terms of leadership at the state level, although there have 
been a few heads of government who have spoken out occasionally, there is not enough 
consistent action from leaders of enough countries. Where leadership from within GEG is 
concerned latter is concerned, although there are strong managers leading various 
international environmental institutions, there is no overall leader with the responsibility of 
speaking about the whole system.  
 
The new administration of the United States of America has sent out clear signals that it 
wishes to actively participate in ongoing international discussions and negotiations concerning 
climate change and we can expect sizable Government investments in green technology 
research and development, and cap and trade permits for carbon emissions. During the 
election campaign there was talk of making the US a leader in combating climate change 
around the world. Such a change in perception from the US Government is undoubtedly a 
positive development. In terms of what can be expected from the US, it is likely that the 
Government will provide some level of leadership in GEG, attempt to reduce the country’s 
carbon emissions, and promote green technology at home and abroad. Considering the 
current world financial turmoil unusually large financial contributions for GEG purposes are 
highly unlikely.   
 
The leadership gap also feeds into the lack of political will. Although there is much, and 
growing, political will to better manage the environment, it has yet to make a positive impact 
in terms of halting and turning back environmental degradation. The challenge here is to 
increase the political will so there is buy in from all states and convert as much of that 
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political will into measurable action as possible and this can only be done with a clear vision 
and strong leadership both at the State and GEG level.  
 
Professor John Kotter of Harvard University is a leading authority on ‘change’ and his model 
for leaders to make change happen has been received well and implemented with success 
across the world. Although Kotter’s model has thus far only been widely used in the private 
sector, the eights steps articulated by him can be applied to leadership at the GEG level not 
only in the first instance to make it into a more effective organisation, but also in the long 
term because, as is true in all other scenarios, environmental change is inevitable – and all 
good leaders need to be prepared for it and respond to it.    
 
The following is a cursory attempt at applying Kotter's model to the leadership of a better 
networked ‘system’ of GEG. 
 

1. Develop a sense of urgency by identifying potential threats and developing 
scenarios showing what could happen in the future if these threats are not 
adequately dealt with immediately, and examine opportunities that could be 
exploited. The lack of research-policy leadership has already been highlighted in 
reports published by the Commonwealth Secretariat, UNEP and IISD. Not only should 
UNEP be the central place for high quality research and policy concerning the 
environment, the leader of a better networked GEG could draw from this research 
and policy to persuade states and other relevant actors of the importance of good 
environmental management. 

 
2. Build a representative steering team. This needs to be a coalition of 
influential actors with a positive attitude towards investing in the environment for 
sustainable development. Their influence should come from a variety of sources 
including member states, funding bodies, NGOs, academia and think tanks, and the 
private sector. Visible support from a cross section of key people is important to 
convince others that environment and development can go together and that a 
mainstreaming of this agenda is necessary.  

 
3. Develop a clear vision. 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.’ And its website displays the strap line ‘environment for 
development’ – perhaps to make things clearer it could read ‘investing in 
environment for sustainable development.’ Clarifying the strap line would be 
beneficial to everyone’s understanding and would provide some level of immediate 
understanding as to why an individual, organisation, or state has been asked to 
change a practice that is deemed as excessively damaging to the environment. 
Semantics aside, UNEP was a clear ambitious vision mandated at its inception in 
1972. Material generated from the mission statement such as values that are central 
to the change and the strategy for the execution of the mission could be understood 
and appreciated by all members of the representative steering committee. 

4. Communicate the vision for greater buy-in. A more networked system of 
GEG must involve as many stakeholders as possible, and find a clear and concise way 
to communicate essential messages, and to appeal and respond to stakeholder’s 
needs. Technology could have a significant role to play in disseminating the vision 
and encouraging all states to do their part to support and implement investment in 
the environment for sustainable development (the use of technology in furthering 
communication is touched on in a later.) Environment Ministers and other decision 
makers have to deal with a deluge of information on a daily basis, so communications 
need to be frequent and powerful. Special meetings to communicate the vision are a 
good idea, but incorporating the message into more frequent, say weekly, 
communications will keep the vision fresh, and this would increase the chance of 
people responding to it.     
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5. Empower people to remove obstacles. As the IISD report has highlighted, 
lack of political will and balance of national interests versus global environmental 
problems can often act as barriers to the creation of a strong system of GEG. Having 
followed the Kotter model this far, by now communicating the vision in a clear and 
concise manner should have inspired more stakeholders to join the proactive steering 
committee. Ideally, it would also have encouraged leaders to recast the position of 
national interests vis-à-vis global environmental problems. Work should continue to 
clarify the long term national and international benefits if serious investment in the 
environment starts to be made now.   

The other obstacle of course in the lack of resources for developing and least 
developed countries to adequately prepare for climate change, reduce their carbon 
emissions, and protect their environment. The deficit in these funds should be 
addressed but mechanisms should also be in place to ensure all funds go to their 
intended purpose and are effectively used.  

If change is being resisted for a reason where negotiations may yield results, then 
that is what needs to be done. A structure for change should be put into place and it 
should be continually checked for barriers inhibiting progress. Removing obstacles 
can empower the people that are positioned to execute the vision at the national 
level, and it can help the change move forward and spread across all levels (the role 
of NGOs as change agents is touched on later in this paper.) 

6. Create short-term wins. Various environmental agencies already seem to be 
quite successful at creating short-term targets and long-term goals. Millstones seem 
to have been established and specific years are chosen to be the time for action on a 
specific environmental concern. These short term goals are important because they 
induce motivation for success. Monitoring implementation projects and reporting 
positive change is also important, therefore the small term targets should be small 
enough to actually be achieved. Enlisting mass support becomes difficult when critics 
and negative thinkers keep referring to past short term targets that were not met.  
GEG has already had some (relatively) short term wins such as attested to the 500 
MEAs (though there is still much work that needs to be done in the implementation 
area.)  

7. Consolidate and keep moving. Kotter argues that many change projects fail 
because their leaders celebrate what appears to be an achievement far too early. It is 
known that changing GEG will take some time. Each success provides an opportunity 
to build on what went right and identify what could be improved. Benchmarking, 
setting targets, monitoring progress, and raising targets (when necessary) are all 
important here. Quick wins are only the beginning of what needs to be done to 
achieve long-term change.  

8. Make continued evolution core to a better networked ‘system’ of GEG. 
Debates about progress and how things could be done better are important. Leaders 
of GEG institutions could talk about continued change during the selection process for 
new employees. They could publicly recognise major contributions from partners and 
ensure these contributions are remembered. Key posts held by personnel that 
contributed to changing how the system worked should always be held by people 
with a similar attitude about the change process. Continued support from world 
leaders, NGOs, civil society, and the private sector is essential. Change should be 
seen in every aspect of GEG, this will help give that change a solid place in the 
‘system’s’ culture.  
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7- Role of NGOs  

In the IISD report’s final chapter ‘elements of a reform agenda’ its authors suggest some 
interesting considerations. Having acknowledged the hitherto ignored contributions of non-
state actors in environmental policy making, capacity building, and development work the 
authors of the report point out that simply analysing GEG in terms of the role of only two 
stakeholders; international organisations and national governments is incomplete.  

Instead the authors claim that ‘NGOs are playing an increasingly large role, not just as 
stakeholders, but as “motors” of international environmental policy-making through setting 
agendas, drafting treaties, providing scientific information and monitoring implementation.’ 
The authors also recognize the significant contributions made by civil society to the areas of 
research, creating international norms, and implementing environmental and developmental 
programmes. There is also of course the role played by the private sector which should also 
be considered and where beneficial encouraged.  
 
Considering that civil society actors tend to be more cooperative and do not necessarily 
contain their work within political boundaries, the potential of a highly effective networked 
global civil society carrying forward the message and implementing the concept of investment 
for sustainable development is great. Such participation may embolden governments to make 
fuller commitments to reform global environment governance so that there is a measurable 
positive impact.  
 
 
8- Creating momentum for the environment within the Commonwealth  
  
According to the agenda for the forthcoming Commonwealth Consultative Group on the 
Environment (CCGE) meeting, the latter is to be held on the same day as the beginning of 
the United National Government Council/ Global Ministerial Environment Forum 
(UNGC/GMEC) meeting. The UNGC/GMEC will go on for five days. This implies the CCGE 
meeting is likely to go on for half a day at most and such a length of time is woefully 
inadequate to discuss the number and scale of environmental issues Commonwealth 
members need to prepare themselves for. Judging by the agendas of the last ten CCGE 
meetings since their inception in 1993, it seems they have been held either at the end or 
during other major meetings organised by the United Nations and have lasted for either a day 
or half a day. Perhaps meetings lasting in the region of two to three days would serve 
ministers in attendance better.  
 
 While it is a positive development that the Marlborough House statement noted that 
'Commonwealth leaders identified a specific role for Commonwealth Environment Ministers in 
considering an approach to inclusive and comprehensive reform…', this must now be turned 
into a commitment for serious engagement with the issues most affecting member states and 
consideration as to what specifically (with details of place(s), quantity(ies), and time span(s)) 
is needed to deal with them. Where countries lack the capacity necessary to draft detailed 
notes assistance should be offered to them. These discussions can not be held in a day or 
half a day, there is a need for a more lengthy meeting of Commonwealth Environment 
Ministers.  
 
Perhaps other ways for meeting to discuss these issues at length should be considered. The 
New Commonwealth has always advocated a fair opportunity for representation from smaller 
and less wealthy states and the rationale for holding the CCGE alongside international UN 
environmental meetings has largely been one of economy. To be economical and to hold 
longer meetings at more frequent intervals, perhaps CCGE could be held at length using a 
remote platform such as videoconferencing. A one time investment in the technology could 
allow ministers to meet at length from the comfort of their own ministries whenever they 
wanted, would save travel expenses, and reduce carbon emissions. Videoconferencing 
facilities need not be installed especially for Environment Ministers. In smaller and less 
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wealthy states a communications room could be set up and used as a shared resource for all 
cabinet members to increase dialogue with their respective counterparts abroad.   
According to website sources, at some point in the last four years the respective 
Governments of Thailand, and Malaysia have held national meetings using videoconferencing 
while the, current or former, heads of Thailand, India, and the United Kingdom have held 
international meetings using the same technology (though not with each other.)  
 
9- What Commonwealth states could do to prepare for GEG discussions  
 
Commonwealth members need to know:  
 

(i) what a reformed international environmental governance organisation should 
look like 

(ii) the needs of individual Commonwealth countries in terms of environmental 
development vis-à-vis other Commonwealth countries and non-Commonwealth 
countries  

 
It seems that a handful of Commonwealth states are in the position of providing intellectual 
leadership, i.e in a position to exert agenda setting leadership, consistently over a long period 
of time. The rest of the Commonwealth must be in a position to debate, negotiate, and 
contribute actively to this agenda setting for benefits to spread across the Commonwealth. 
Better knowledge of issues is key to agenda setting. 
 
The table below provides environmental themes, derived from Global Environmental 
Governance by James G. Speth and Peter M. Haas (2006), which should be known in some 
detail in order for states to comprehensively advocate their environmental concerns.  
 
Table one 

Specific environmental concern Count
ry 
name  

Climate 
disruption 

Excess 
nitrogen 

Desertifica
tion 

Freshwater 
degradation 
and 
shortages 

Marine 
fisheries 
decline 

Deforestation Toxic 
pollut
ants 

Ozone 
depletion 

Biodiversit
y loss 

Acid 
rain  

Harmful 
emissions  

State 
A 

*Global change 
measure   
**National 
change 
measure  
***Measure of 
immediacy  
  

          

 Please refer to 
‘CPSU 
environment 
programme’  

  Please refer 
to ‘CPSU 
environment 
programme’ 

Please refer 
to ‘CPSU 
environment 
programme’ 

Please refer 
to ‘CPSU 
environment 
programme’ 

    Please refer 
to ‘CPSU 
environment 
programme’ 

 

* How much change needs to be made at a global level? This measurement is designed to 
give relative importance to each environmental concern.   
 
** How much change needs to be made at a local level? This measurement is designed to 
give relative importance to each environmental concern.   
 
*** Are there time sensitive environmental concerns that must be dealt with immediately? A 
timescale of when ‘to action’ the points mentioned earlier in this column would be useful to 
manage things. 
 
If all Commonwealth members were to produce a data table like this, the data could be 
gathered and clusters of themes of concern could be created that identify which countries 
have common interests. This enables the possibility of joint advocacy and sharing scientific 
and technological know how within the Commonwealth, while also making valuable 
information available to funding bodies. In addition to the creation of clusters the inter-
linkages between what one state does and the impact that has on another state can be 
explored in a broad manner through further data collection.  
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10- CPSU environment programme  
 
The CPSU continues to spearhead several environmental projects most notably in the areas of 
fisheries, pro-poor forestry and carbon finance, and water-related policy, further details about 
these projects can be found below: 
 
Fisheries – Our Common Wealth 
The fisheries project is an international programme aimed at ensuring sustainability and 
improving the livelihoods of coastal communities in developing countries. Managed by a 
consortium of Commonwealth organisations (Commonwealth Policy Studies Unit, 
Commonwealth Foundation and the Commonwealth Human Ecology Council), the two-year 
DfID and AusAid funded programme combines the Consortium’s expertise and networks to 
raise awareness and develop a knowledge base to help provide effective long-term solutions 
for fisheries management. The Commonwealth study tour team recently completed a three 
nation Pacific inquiry and is currently in the process of consulting with fishing communities in 
the Caribbean. For further details about the Programme please contact Homera Cheema, 
homera.cheema@sas.ac.uk 
 

 Pro-poor Forestry and Carbon Finance   
The CPSU pro-poor forestry and carbon finance project brings together experts, policy makers 
and campaigners from the pro-poor forestry and the carbon finance sectors.  The project 
looks at solutions to the challenges of income generation and equitable sharing of benefits 
from carbon finance forestry projects and programmes and in March 2008 held a workshop to 
this effect. For more information about the CPSU pro-poor forestry project please contact 
Emmanuel Nuesiri, emmanuel.nuesiri@sant.ox.ac.uk 

 

There are several water related projects for which funding is presently being sought, they 
include:    

 

Commonwealth Women and Natural Resource Management 
The CPSU proposes to carry out a review of the Commonwealth specific publications 
concerning mainstreaming gender participation in local resource management. The review is 
proposed with the intention of bringing the publications up-to-date and identifying any 
barriers that have prevented the initiative’s progress throughout the Commonwealth. The 
CPSU also proposes to i) identify how the initiative could be propelled forward to encourage 
greater uptake across the Commonwealth ii) highlight developments in gender participation in 
local resource management since the publication of the most popular guide(s), iii) outline 
how the revised content of the guides could be advocated across the developing 
Commonwealth and iv) develop a framework to measure the effectiveness of any revised 
guides.  
 

Reviewing the progress, and support the implementation, of National Adaptation 
Programme of Action (NAPA) in various Commonwealth countries  
The United Nations has been supporting Least Developed Countries (LDCs) create a National 
Adaptation Programme of Action to identify the urgent and immediate needs of individual 
countries to adapt to the threats from Climate Change. Three LDC countries in particular 
completed their NAPAs some while ago, they are: Bangladesh (November 2005), Malawi 
(March 2006), and Samoa (December 2005.) However, there appear to be barriers preventing 
the NAPAs from being fully implemented. The CPSU proposes to review the progress of these 
countries in implementing their respective NAPAs with the view of identifying any barriers. 
More specifically, the CPSU intends to identify areas where support is needed to implement 
the NAPAs, i.e capacity building or technical or financial assistance, and identify how this 
support could be provided.  
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Investigating science and technology as a means of preparing for Climate Change 
 
The challenges of securing water access, managing water scarcity and sanitation, and 
preparing for rising sea levels have emerged as some of the primary issues of the 21st 
Century. Some have argued that it is too late already to avert crisis these challenges may 
bring about, considering: i) the lag effect caused by carbon dioxide (which remains in the 
atmosphere after it has been emitted for about 50 to 100 years),  ii) rising populations iii) and 
the already inadequate response to these challenges. If crisis in these areas is indeed 
inevitable, and we are to manage environmental disasters more frequently, we must begin to 
review emergency responses to ensure adequate supplies of clean water are available during 
the worst of times, and we must look into investing in the fortification of low lying coasts and 
small island states.    

 

Achieving basin wide cooperation through optimal water-related benefit sharing 
in trans-boundary water basin scenarios  
The CPSU has been working to encourage sustainable water practices, that maximise the 
potential of water basins, by working with all water stakeholders to the benefit of all water 
stakeholders. We have specifically been looking at developing a framework mechanism to 
enable riparian states to co-operate over the wider array of benefits that exist in a basin, and 
thereby encourage some level of joint water basin management.  Benefit sharing encourages 
a co-operative relationship between the parties concerned and promotes development and 
management of resources to the mutual social, economic, and environmental benefit of the 
states and communities concerned as well as contributing to regional security. Achieving 
trans-boundary water cooperation in densely populated, lesser developed regions of the 
world would mean a substantial reduction in poverty in those regions and prevent future 
conflict.   
 
Water industry knowledge transfer 
 
The CPSU is exploring the possibility of leveraging water knowledge from water utility 
companies in the developed west for the benefit of the developing south through the 
publication of best practice guides.   
 
For further information concerning any of the water projects please contact Nageela Yusuf, 
nageela.yusuf@sas.ac.uk 
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