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Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen. It is a real pleasure and privilege for me to be here with you today. I come from the United Nations Environment Programme, and more specifically, its Division of Technology, Industry and Economy. For us, the continuing pressure and role of nongovernmental or civil society organisations has been, and continues to be the critical factor in convincing the private sector and government of the need for environmental protection and sustainable development. Without you, we simply would not have come this far, or be able to go much further in moving forward faster the global sustainability agenda. Mrs Aloisi de Larderel, our Director, had hoped to come here today herself, knowing how timely this meeting of world civil society is, a month and a half before the World Summit on Sustainable Development. But she reluctantly had to change her plans to attend to other pressing matters, for which she apologises, hoping for your understanding. 

For those of you who may not be very familiar with UNEP, allow me to briefly describe our role and function before providing a snapshot of where we stand today in terms of private sector progress on the environment, and some of the things that need to be done to hasten the business pace in helping global society to achieve sustainable development.

UNEP was the principal outcome of the 1972 UN Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment, the predecessor of the 1992 Earth Summit. It is thus the official environmental authority of the United Nations, defining the environmental aspects of sustainable development. It is based in Nairobi, Kenya,  the only UN agency with its headquarters in a developing country. Its mission is three-fold: 1) to regularly evaluate the state of the global environment; 2) to develop responses to the priority problems it identifies; and 3) to help countries in implementing those responses.  UNEP’s  Division of Technology, Industry and Economy, with its offices in Paris, Geneva and Osaka, works directly with the private sector, governments and civil society groups in developing policies, strategies and practices that are cleaner and safer, make more efficient use of natural resources, ensure adequate management of chemicals, incorporate environmental costs, and reduce pollution and risks for humans and the environment. Our activities range from the technical - such as identifying best practices, developing management tools, and providing training and international networking opportunities; to the more controversial - such as developing voluntary initiatives with global industry, bench-marking corporate practices, and facilitating multi-stakeholder dialogues on emerging issues. If you would like more details about our role, scope and activities, you could go to our website (www.uneptie.org) or, at the end of this session, you could give me your address and I will send you our latest activity report.

Today, I would like to take this opportunity to do two things. The first is to share with you the findings of our recent venture with many of the major global industry sectors in reporting of their progress in implementing Agenda 21, the Earth Summit’s action plan. The second is to look at some of the things that civil society groups could do in moving things forward, faster.

Since the 1992 Earth Summit, there is no longer, as there was then,  a shortage of good examples of how companies and industries are reducing waste, becoming more energy efficient and helping poor communities meet some of their basic needs. Such efforts need to be acknowledged and applauded. As humans, we all need recognition of our achievements to develop the confidence and drive needed to meet increasingly difficult and complex challenges. Good examples are then more likely to have a domino effect.  

But being the scrutinising sort of audience that you are, you would naturally wonder whether such good examples mean that such companies and industries are actually taking steps to integrate sustainable development criteria everywhere they operate or into their mainstream decision making. Or whether such good examples are, at best, a sort of niche activity of a few, well-intentioned individuals. Or, at worst, for the more cynical audiences, a sort of public-friendly smoke screen to divert attention away from a less pleasing real picture. At UNEP, we often find that industry and civil society groups often come to the table with bifocal spectacles: industry focuses on the glass that is half-full, and civil society zooms in on where it is half-empty. 

In any case, the down-side of good examples, like bad news stories, is that they frequently obscure the broader picture. UNEP believed that, ten years after Rio, policy and decision-makers attending the World Summit on Sustainable Development next month would need to look beyond the good news / bad news stories with the help of a broader picture of industry-specific and industry-wide performance in implementing Agenda 21. Thus, UNEP invited many of the major industry sectors to embark upon a new kind of journey, in company with some of their staunchest critics from environmental, labour and human rights organisations. Twenty-two global industry sectors
 – from aluminium production and chemical manufacturing to advertising and finance –  nervously agreed to compile a global sustainability report for their sector, integrating, for the first time, environmental, social and economic dimensions of their industry’s performance in implementing Agenda 21. I say “nervously” because the industry sectors were nervous about the idea of having civil society  organisations help decide on what should be in the report in the first place, criticising the contents before they would be published by UNEP, in a process that, facilitated by UNEP, that they did not control. 

This was a first time venture for all involved so it is not perfect, but  the results, now available as a series of publications and summarised in a separate UNEP report
, on our website or in hard copy,  are riveting.  On the positive side, it is clear that the last three decades of growing environmental awareness has indeed blown a breeze of change through industry. Growing public concern, new regulatory requirements and economic incentives have helped sharpen business self-interest in reducing their environmental foot–print and protecting their social licence to operate. All 22 sectors report greater industry awareness and use of environmental management tools such as environmental management systems, product life-cycle assessments, voluntary initiatives, environmental reporting, etc. All this has led to some concrete environmental results, even if quantifying progress on a global scale is still in its pre-historic beginnings. These include, for example, reductions in toxic emissions, ozone depleting substances, and greenhouse gases; energy and raw material savings  through recycling and industrial process changes, fewer accidental oil spills and more rapid clean-up, etc. Some of the improvements are on a scale that would have been thought of as idealistic dreaming thirty years ago when UNEP was set up. One hundred of today’s new cars, for example, produce the same amount of emissions as one car built in the 1970s. Despite an increase in production of 18%, the chemical industry in the USA reduced its releases of toxic chemicals to air, water and land by 58%  The iron and steel industry, by recycling nearly 300 million tonnes of scrap each year, saves the energy equivalent of 160 million tonnes of hard coal and does not have to extract 475 million tonnes of natural iron bearing ore. Although much still remains to be done of course, the industry sector reports demonstrate that improvements of a factor of four, ten  or more are possible in practice, not just in theory, given the right combination of public pressure, policy and regulatory framework, and market incentives. 

On the not so positive side, however, change can still only be seen as a breeze, not as a strong wind change in direction. Clearly, there is a growing gap between the efforts being made and the worsening environmental situation. UNEP’s recently released Global Environmental Outlook 2002 clearly demonstrates that we are still confronted by worrying global trends related to biodiversity, air pollution, land degradation, chemical emissions and wastes, freshwater and regional seas pollution. 

Why this growing rather than narrowing gap between efforts and results? First, because progress is clearly uneven within and amongst industry sectors and countries. In reality, only a minority of companies are actively striving for sustainability. Most are still going about their business as usual, particularly small and medium size enterprises which are usually the worst polluters in most countries. Progress is also obviously skewed between rich and poor countries. This does not bear well in an era of global shift of production towards poor countries that are often ill-equipped to deal with the environmental, health and safety implications. The second reason for the growing gap between efforts and results is that environmental improvements are being overtaken by economic growth and increasing demand for goods and services. 

What does all this mean? Clearly, the overall message is that we are all in this together. Industry is an important partner. We rely on industry not only for reducing the environmental impacts of the products and services it provides us with. We also increasingly depend upon the private sector for the innovative and entrepreneurial skills that are needed to help us meet increasingly complex sustainability challenges. Business can and should do more to reduce pollution and look at the life-cycle of its products. But many of the challenges facing industry today go well beyond industry’s direct sphere of influence. Without co-operation from everyone involved throughout the life-cycle, only so much will be achieved. 

This will require more integrated approaches and partnerships with governments and civil society. In a world increasingly interconnected economically, environmentally and socially, this will also require a more global approach than that of the past. Continuing public concern, effectively enforced regulations, market incentives and consistent economic signals, appropriately tailored to a country’s political, cultural, socio-economic context, are basic pre-requisites. Interestingly, virtually all the participating industry sectors highlight, in their reports, the crucial role of governments in providing a conducive framework - combining regulatory, economic and voluntary instruments -  to steer technological and social innovation towards sustainable development, and, just as importantly, to ensure  that laggard or negligent companies do not benefit at the expense of those investing in best practices. Also, all the participating industry sectors recognised the need for more stakeholder dialogue, having experienced first hand the kind of constructive criticism, mutual understanding and trust it could bring when facilitated by a neutral party such as UNEP. 

What are some of the things that need to be done between now and Rio+20 in moving the business agenda for sustainability forward, faster? In its overview report, UNEP provides recommendations to business and industry, governments, civil society groups and the international community in a number of priority areas such as:

1) integrating sustainability criteria into mainstream decision-making at all levels, and building capacity world-wide to spread best practices from the leaders to the silent majority. The private sector, for example, needs to strengthen the mandate, resources and capacity of their industry associations  to be able to hasten the spread of best practices from the pioneering companies to the silent majority. Governments need to focus more on integrating sustainability criteria throughout their economic and development policies, such as finance, industrial development, transport, education, housing, etc., and to gradually reduce the subsidies that act as disincentives for industry in become more energy or resource efficient and competitive. Civil society groups have a key role to play in bringing about such change, helping national and local governments identify companies, foreign or local, that are not doing anything to reduce their environmental footprint, and to publicly encourage those that are. 

2) Making voluntary initiatives more effective and credible as a complement to government measures. We need to recognise that effectively enforced regulatory approaches alone will not be able to solve some of the more complex and global challenges facing us today. Voluntary approaches can help bring about change that go beyond regulatory requirements, but need to be more transparent and honest about what they are and are not able to accomplish. Civil society groups have a clear role to play in helping industry better understand societal expectations beyond regulations, and being involved in the design, implementation and monitoring of voluntary initiatives and agreements.

3) Spreading corporate environmental and social reporting practices. Above all, business and industry needs to be more transparent about its level of progress to enable a better understanding and dialogue with stakeholders that is needed to achieve sustainable development goals. UNEP is a co-founder of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), an independent, multi stakeholder supported initiative which has established generally accepted framework for corporate environmental and sustainability reporting, widely accepted by both the nongovernmental and business communities.  One of the practical things that civil society groups could do is ask multinational or national corporations whether they follow the GRI framework in reporting on their environmental or sustainability performance, and if not, why not. UNEP meanwhile is working with the finance, tourism, information and telecommunications, and other industry sectors in adopting the GRI to their sectors.

4) Building the global framework needed to protect the global commons. UNEP encourages the private sector to follow the examples of proactive companies in shifting from reactive, obstructionist modes to more co-operative partnership approaches in building the global framework of rules, accepted practices and institutions needed to meet the future challenges of global governance. One of the things which civil society groups could help with is to build public understanding of how the interests of the global community are also in the interests of its members, and encouraging their governments to put a priority on ratifying the international conventions and protocols they have already signed up to.

I will end here, although there is of course much which I have not even touched upon. But I hope this has provided you with at least a brief snapshot of where we are in terms of industry progress since Rio and some of the things that need to be done to move the business agenda for sustainability forward and faster. I look forward to hearing your views and perspectives. Thank-you.

� Accounting, advertising, aluminium, automotive, aviation, chemicals, coal, construction, consulting engineering, electricity, fertiliser, finance and insurance, food and drink, information and communications technology, iron and steel, oil and gas, railways, refrigeration, road transport, tourism, waste management, water management. The full set of reports is available from UNEP DTIE’s web site (http://www.uneptie.org/wssd/).
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