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Why We DON’T Need a New International 
Environmental Organization 

 
Adil Najam 

 
[World Organizations] are credited with an importance they do 

not possess; they are blamed for not doing what they are not 
given the means to do; faults that are often imaginary are 

ascribed to them, while their real faults go unnoticed; mythical 
explanations are invented to explain their ineffectiveness; and 

finally, there is very little recognition of the few significant 
results that they do achieve. 

— Maurice Bertrand (1989) 
 
Abstract 
 
This paper suggests that proponents of new environmental organizations flirt with ideas of 
'organizational' reform and ignore the fact that the real crisis is 'institutional'--and manifests in the 
patent lack of political will for serious global environmental change.  The solution, therefore, will not 
come from rearranging organizational chairs but can only come from an investment meaningful 
political will and action.  Indeed, the paper argues that while UNEP has many faults, it is nonetheless 
an under appreciated organization and deserves more respect for what it has actually achieved with 
its very meager resources.  Finally, the paper suggests a 5-point agenda for 'institutional' reform: a) 
Enabling UNEP to fulfill its mandate, b) realizing sustainable development, c) managing MEA 
proliferation, d) "coordination, yes; centralization, no", and e) 'civilizing' global environmental 
governance. 
 
 
The premise of this essay is that the current debate about global environmental governance with its 
dominant focus on establishing a super-organization for the environment, represents a serious 
misdiagnosis of the issues, is patently unfair to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), 
and could be outright dangerous in its implications and impacts.   
 
This is not to suggest that there is no ‘crisis’ of global environmental governance; indeed, there is one.  
The crisis, however, is one of ‘governance’; of which organizational structure is but one element and, 
in this case, a relatively small element at that.1  By co-opting the larger discussions on global 
environmental governance, the discourse on organizational tinkering—under whatever grandiose 
name such proposals are advertised—are distracting from the more important and immediate 
challenges of global environmental governance that we face as the Rio compact on environment and 
development crumbles around us.  The thought that any of the competing plans for WEO or GEO 
(World, or Global, Environmental Organization) that are being peddled might actually be taken 
seriously by the world’s governments—as it sometimes seems possible—is even more disturbing.2  
Not only do they show very little promise of actually doing much good to the cause of improved 
global environmental governance, but also some could actually do significant harm.   
 
It is not the purpose of this essay to reexamine, or critique, the details of different schemes for 
organizational restructuring.  Robust critiques are available elsewhere in the larger literature (Agarwal 
                                                
1  For a particularly insightful discussion of global governance, see Young (1997). 
2   There have been a number of different proposals floating around.  See, for example, Runge, et al. (1994), 

Esty (1994), Charnovitz (1995), Biermann (2000), Downie and Levy (2000), and Whalley and Zissimos 
(2001). 
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et al., 1999; Juma, 2000a and 2000b; von Moltke, 2001a; Newell, 2001).3  Moreover, to do so would 
be to cede to the premise on which such proposals are based and it is that very premise that we wish to 
question.  It should be noted that there is a certain variety in the proposals—ranging from Esty’s 
(1996) GEO which would focus only on ‘global’ issues, to Biermann’s (2000) WEO which would 
also incorporate more local concerns, to Whalley and Zissimos’ (2001) desire to create a ‘global 
bargaining-based entity’, to Downie and Levy’s (2000) notion of a ‘super-UNEP’.  However, all such 
schemes share a strong supposition that the ‘problem’ of global environmental governance can be 
reduced to, and resolved by, playing around with the design of global environmental organizations.  It 
is the fundamental flaws of this premise, and the dangers of taking it too seriously, that we will focus 
on. 
 
 
The Dangers of Confusing ‘Institutions’ and ‘Organizations’ 
 
Although the WEO/GEO literature routinely refers to its enterprise in terms of ‘institutions’ it tends to 
use the term as if it were the plural of ‘organization’.  The distinction, of course, is not merely 
semantic, is well established in the literature, and is absolutely critical to this context (see Young, 
1994).  Institutions, as von Moltke (2001b: 11) reminds us, are “social conventions or ‘rules of the 
game,’ in the sense that marriage is an institution, or property, markets, research, transparency or 
participation.”  Therefore, institutions need not necessarily have a physical existence.  Organizations, 
on the other hand, are much more circumscribed; according to Oran Young (1989: 32), they are 
“material entities, possessing physical locations (or seats), offices, personnel, equipment, and 
budgets.”  The WEO/GEO discourse is clearly preoccupied with organizations and fails to ask 
fundamental questions about why environmental degradation happens, or why global cooperation 
founders (Newell, 2001). 
 
This confusion has the effect of trivializing global environmental governance.  To place the spotlight 
on organizational tinkering and label it ‘institution building’ is to imply that the ‘institutional will’—
in terms of societal conventions and ‘rules of the game’—for global environmental cooperation 
already exists and all that remains is to set up an appropriate organizational framework (see von 
Moltke, 2001b); that global cooperation is a function to inappropriately designed organizations, rather 
than a reflection of a fundamental absence of willingness on the part of states (see Juma, 2000b); that 
the lack of implementation of international regimes stems from dispersed secretariats, rather that the 
failure of these very same regimes “to target those actors that create the problems that regime 
arrangements set out to address” (Newell, 2001: 40); that improved global environmental governance 
is a puzzle of administrative efficiency, rather than a challenge of global justice (see Agarwal, et al., 
1999).  None of the institutional challenges identified here are likely to be resolved by merely 
rearranging the organization of chairs on our planetary Titanic.  Unless we somehow address the core 
institutional questions first, any new organization will fall prey to the exact same pathologies that 
confront existing arrangements. 
 
The focus on organizational minutia is dangerous precisely because it distracts from the more real and 
immediate institutional challenges to global environmental governance.  Two such challenges are of 
particular centrality to how the ‘institution’ of global environmental governance might evolve over the 
future.   
 
The first relates to near demise of the much-celebrated Rio compact on sustainable development—the 
supposed understanding between the developing countries of the South and their more industrialized 
counterparts from the North that environment and development will be dealt with as an integrated 
complex of concerns within the context of current and future social justice and equity.  The compact, 

                                                
3  For a rebuttal of such critiques, see Biermann (2001). 
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to whatever extent it did exist, was always understood to be an expression of desire rather than 
reality—what Tariq Banuri (2001) calls “a triumph of hope over experience.”  The hope, obviously 
misplaced, was that in time the compact would become real; that both North and South would 
somehow learn not simply to accept it but to operationalize it.  That was not to be.4  In fact, the 
optimism was shed rather quickly—the North soon became wary of the ‘fuzziness’ of sustainable 
development while the South began to fear that the supposed ‘definitional’ problems with the concept 
were being used as an excuse for maintaining the status quo.  At the eve of the World Summit for 
Sustainable Development (WSSD) the very concept of sustainable development lies much bruised; all 
but ready to be buried at Johannesburg.   
 
The implication of this for the future of global environmental governance is profound.  To whatever 
extent the concept of sustainable development embodied the semblance of an institutional bargain on 
how environmental issues should be contextualized globally, that bargain is now functionally 
defunct—and so is the very tentative and always nebulous accord that might once have existed on 
why global environmental governance may be a good thing, for whom, and on what terms.  It is not a 
surprise, then, that the immediate reaction of many in the South is to shirk at the first mention of a 
GEO or a WEO; or that the addition of development-related flourishes to these proposals fail to woo 
the South and are either rejected to ignored (see, Agarwal et al, 1999; Juma 2001b; Newell, 2001).  
Frankly, the glib and lofty goals of finding “thoughtful ways to manage our ecological 
interdependence” (Esty, 2000: 14) or of “[elevating] environmental policies on the agenda of 
governments, international organizations, and private actors” (Biermann, 2000: 29) are no longer 
credible, or necessarily appealing, to those who have lived through the last ten years of broken global 
promises on sustainable development.  In essence, the very basis of global environmental 
cooperation—and thereby governance—that might have seemed to exist a decade ago, is under threat 
today.  As Agarwal et al. (1999: 372) point out, no effective governance is possible under the 
prevailing conditions of deep distrust. 
 
The second critical challenge to the cause of improved global environmental governance pertains not 
to the exclusion of the concerns of Southern governments from the emerging ‘New Global 
Environmental Order’ but to the exclusion of civil society concerns; largely, but not exclusively, from 
the South.  On the one hand, those who focus on organizations tend to confine their analysis to inter-
state interactions; for them the ‘national’ in international refers principally, if not entirely, to national 
governments.  On the other hand, the very nature of the environmental problematique is different from 
many other international concerns (e.g., defense and security) in that a greater proportion of key 
environmental decisions lie beyond the direct ability or authority of states.  This underscores the need 
for a society-centric view of global environmental governance; one that includes state organs but goes 
beyond them (Banuri and Spanger-Siegfried, 2000).  This, of course, stands in contradiction to the 
predominantly state-centered view of global governance in the organizationally inclined literature.  
This is not to suggest that interstate organizations are unimportant.  Far from it, they will have to be 
an integral—probably a central—component of improved global environmental governance.  From an 
institutional perspective, however, the quality of such governance will be determined by how 
interstate organizations are integrated with the networks of civil society.  In ignoring, or downplaying, 
the centrality of such integration the organizational debate fails to rise to the challenge of what could 
have been a very timely discourse on meaningful ‘institutional’ reform.   
Having said the above, there are other streams of scholarship on global governance that do recognize 
the key challenge as the creation of institutions that can integrate the multitude of voices that now feel 
alienated from the official chatter on global environmental issues.  For example, those who talk in 
terms of global public policy networks, or GPPNs, see better governance emanating not just from 
decisions taken at centralized interstate organizations or via coordinated legal frameworks but also 
through networks of dispersed decision points spread out globally, across all sectors; state, market and 
                                                
4  To get a sampling of views on what transpired, and why, see Banuri, 1992; Najam, 1995; Sandbrook, 1997; 

Agarwal et al., 1999. 
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civil (see Reinicke and Deng, 2000).  This leads one to a very different set of organizational 
questions—the emphasis would shift from a search for better management as measured by 
administrative efficiency to better networking as gauged by broad-based legitimacy  (Banuri and 
Spanger-Siegfried, 2000).   
 
 
New Lamps for Old’ 
 
Ever since Aladdin and the Magic Lamp, 5  we who come from what used to be called the Orient and 
is now called the South have learnt to be wary of anyone offering ‘new lamps for old!’  Therefore, 
when someone offers to replace existing organizational arrangements with a ‘new and improved’ 
architecture, one instinctively asks: “What is it that is so bad about the old or so different about the 
new?”  In the case of global environmental organizations, the answer is, “Not much!”   
 
Proponents of organizational rearrangement invariably begin with the standard scare tactics—global 
ecological systems are under growing threat.  This assessment is, in fact, entirely correct.  What is less 
defensible, however, is the jump between acknowledging the ecological crisis and pointing to 
organizational inefficiency as the culprit.  Beyond assertion, there is no attempt to establish causality, 
or even correlation, between the continuing ecological crisis and the nature of the existing 
organizational arrangements.  Two questions, it seems, need to be asked.  First, would things have 
been worse had the existing system not been in place?  As we will argue later, the answer to this is 
certainly that yes, they would have been worse.  Second, could things be better under an alternative 
system?   
 
Proponents of large-scale organizational rearrangement obviously believe that things would, in fact, 
be improved if we rearranged the organizational architecture.  They accuse the existing arrangements 
of a coordination deficit, deficient authority and insufficient legitimacy and promise that setting up a 
new organization would streamline organizational coordination, accelerate financial and technology 
transfers, and improve the implementation and development of international environmental law (Esty, 
1996; Biermann, 2000).  What is not made clear, however, is why the pathologies that inflict the 
existing arrangements would simply not be transferred to any new arrangement?  If coordination is the 
real roadblock to better environmental performance, then why should one believe that a new 
organization could achieve it better than UNEP?  After all, UNEP’s very raison d’ětre has been to 
coordinate and catalyze.  Why should one assume that rich nations that have been so stingy in meeting 
their global fiscal responsibilities in the past—in environmental as well as other arenas—will 
suddenly turn generous for a new organization?  If fragmentation is what makes the current 
arrangements unwieldy, could that not be addressed within the framework of Section 38.22(h) of 
Agenda 21, which called for the co-location of various treaty secretariats under the UNEP umbrella?  
What in the new system would make Northern governments—who have consistently reneged on their 
international commitments regarding financial and technology transfer—suddenly reverse this trend?  
In short, the most interesting questions never asked, and certainly not answered.   
The problems that these proposals seek to solve through reorganization are not organizational 
problems at all.  If UNEP has been denied authority and resources it is because the nation states wish 
to deny it (and any successor super-organization) authority and resources.  The ‘coordination deficit’ 
is not something that crept in; it was something that was painstakingly designed into the system—
because the countries that are most responsible for the global ecological crisis have never had the 
intention of owning that responsibility.  With due apology for sounding cynical, the point to be made 
is that the crisis at hand is not about organizational minutia; it is about the now glaring lack of 
willingness for global environmental cooperation.   
                                                
5  In this famous children’s tale—one of the original Arabian Nights and the subject of a Disney animation 

film—the villain is able to steal the magic lamp from Aladdin’s unsuspecting wife by making her an offer she 
cannot refuse: promising to replace old lamps for new. 
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The problems that the proponents of organizational rearrangement identify are, for most part, real 
problems.  The goals they identify for the rearranged system are laudable goals.  One has no qualms 
with either.  The issue is with how the dots are connected; or, in this case, not connected.  The 
proposals inspire no confidence that the problems confronted by the current setup will not simply 
transfer to a new setup, or that new arrangements would be any more likely to succeed where the 
current arrangements have failed.  This seems to be one more incidence of ‘hope triumphing over 
experience.’6 
 
 
Viva la UNEP 
 
Although not always intentional, the immediate casualty of the gross misdiagnosis on the part of 
WEO/GEO proponents is the reputation of the United Nations Environment Programme.  Even 
though some view UNEP as the central core of the ultimate superstructure for global environmental 
governance (e.g., Downie and Levy, 2000)—and some within UNEP may well find this notion 
appealing—the fact of the matter is that, implicitly or explicitly, UNEP is portrayed as being at the 
root of the ‘problem.’  After all, if the existing organizational structure is accused of being inefficient, 
ineffective and illegitimate, then UNEP—which is the centerpiece of that structure—must also stand 
accused.    Indeed, like any other UN agency, UNEP has much that can be improved.  However, the 
barrage of direct stings and indirect accusations showered on it either ignores or underplays its very 
significant achievements. 
 
The tragedy is not just that such proposals are based on the assumption that the much-trumpeted 
‘weakness’ of UNEP lies at the heart of the crisis of global environmental governance.  Nor is it just 
that even the critics of such schemes nearly never question this assumption.  The real tragedy is that 
UNEP’s own leadership seems to have bought into this assumption.  The rampage of exaggerated 
external criticism and unwarranted self-doubt cannot bode well for UNEP or for the morale of its 
staff.  Indeed, this essay argues that while UNEP is certainly not the ‘perfect’ agency, and while there 
is much that can and should be improved, it is not the weakling or underachiever that it is portrayed 
as.  Arguably, it is amongst the better members of the UN family both in terms of performance and 
legitimacy and it has every right to stand proud of its remarkable achievements; which, by the way, 
came despite all the limitations that its critics are so fond of enumerating.   
 
Like much of what is being proposed in the current round, UNEP was originally conceived as the 
“environmental conscience of the UN system” and was charged to act as the "focal point for 
environmental action within the United Nations system" (UNGA, 1972).  In defining this mandate of 
coordination, it was thrust with "perhaps one of the most difficult jobs in the entire UN system" 
(Sandbrook, 1983: 388).  It has been hinted that UNEP may have been designed for failure; or at least 
for something less than success (von Moltke, 1996).  As McCormick (1995: 152) points out, "it had 
severe obstacles placed in its path from the outset.  It had too little money, too few staff, and too much 
to do, it had the thankless task of coordinating the work of other UN agencies against a background of 
inter-agency jealousy and suspicion, and national governments were unwilling to grant UNEP 
significant powers."  Given the sprawling and bickering nature of the UN machinery, its own lack of 
executive status, and the dismal resources at its command, "UNEP could no more be expected to 
'coordinate' the system-wide activities of the UN than could a medieval monarch 'coordinate' his 
feudal barons" (Imber, 1994: 83).  It should, therefore, be no surprise that UNEP has not been able to 
fulfill, what Conca (1996: 108) has called, "its hopeless mandate as system-wide coordinator on 
environmental matters."     
 

                                                
6  To misquote Tariq Banuri (2001) misquoting Mark Twain. 
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Yet, while there is agreement that UNEP has not been allowed to fulfill its coordination mandate,7 it is 
also argued that it "can be credited with having achieved more than it was in reality empowered to do" 
(McCormick, 1995: 153).  Those who have studied it at depth agree that it is "generally well-
regarded" (Imber, 1993: 56), "relatively effective" (Conca, 1996: 112), and given meager resources 
and authority it “has been a remarkable success” (von Moltke, 1996: 58).  While this is not the place 
to evaluate UNEP’s achievements, let us list a sampling of reasons why it should be considered not 
just a successful organization but amongst the better international organizations. 
 Making the Environment a ‘Global’ Issue.  The single most important, and totally 

unappreciated, achievement of UNEP is its role in converting the environment into a ‘global’ 
issue.  It is easy to forget the hostility with which the developing countries had greeted the 
Stockholm Conference of 1972 and the subsequent establishment of UNEP (Founex, 1972).  
The placement of UNEP in Nairobi was not just a ‘symbolic’ act; it was a strategic necessity 
without which the developing countries might never have accepted an environmental organ to 
be created (Rowland, 1973).  The fact that this became the first, and only, UN organ to be 
based anywhere in the developing world galvanized the South both in the process of getting it 
to locate in Nairobi and in its early and most difficult years; the 1970s into the mid-1980s 
(Gosovic, 1992).8  Although they stood with UNEP largely out of a sense of Southern 
solidarity, the developing countries began buying into parts of the environmental agenda and, 
more importantly, demanding that the agenda be modified to incorporate their realities.  
Indeed, the call to set up the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) 
came out of a discussion at the UNEP Governing Council.  While WCED might have come 
up with the term sustainable development, the stage for it had already been set by UNEP and 
its Governing Council at its tenth anniversary meeting in 1982.   

 Advancing the Global Environmental Agenda.  Those who gathered at Stockholm in 1972 
could scarcely have imagined the global environmental agenda becoming as advanced and as 
prominent in international affairs as it is today.  UNEP played a significant part in this 
transformation (Caldwell, 1990).  Through its various activities, and especially training 
programs, it helped create  an environmental constituency within and outside governments 
that has been at the forefront of moving this agenda forward.  It played a pivotal role in 
putting desertification, ozone depletion, and organic pollutants on the global agenda (Downie 
and Levy, 2000).  Even for issues like climate change, biodiversity and deforestation, UNEP’s 
contribution has been more important than it is often given credit for.  

 International Environmental Law.  International environmental law has probably been the 
single fastest growing sub-field of international law; and UNEP has to be amongst the most 
active and productive UN agencies in terms of advancing international law.  This is not an 
idle statement.  Apart from the agenda-setting role it played on issues such as desertification, 
biodiversity and climate change, it has been the principal negotiation-manager for complex 
global regimes on ozone depletion, trade in endangered species, trade in hazardous wastes, 
persistent organic pollutants, regional seas, etc.  For an organization as young and as 
resource-strapped as UNEP, this is a remarkable achievement indeed.  Importantly, UNEP-
managed treaty negotiations—such as those on ozone depleting substances and more recently 
on persistent organic pollutants—have been amongst the most efficient successful global 
environmental negotiations to date. 

 Legitimacy.  If they were not earnest, it would be funny that some proponents of a super-
organization wish to scrap UNEP and replace it with something that might look more like the 

                                                
7  Indeed, no UN agency (including the United Nations Development Programme or even the Secretary 

General’s secretariat) has been allowed to fulfill the coordination function; moreover, there is no indication 
that any agency (current or future) will be allowed such a liberty. 

8  Note that this period also marks the height of Southern solidarity and the movement for a ‘New International 
Economic Order’ (NIEO).  During this period the symbolism of UNEP being in Nairobi was of significant 
importance to the developing countries.  This resulted in their very visibly and disproportionately supporting 
an organization that they had originally resented. 
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World Trade Organization (WTO); it is not even funny to suggest that UNEP lacks legitimacy 
(see Esty, 1996).  Massive public demonstrations from Seattle to Prague and feelings of 
distrust and apprehension is what comes to mind when one thinks of the WTO or the World 
Bank (another organization that is sometimes talked about as the model to follow).  UNEP, on 
the other hand, does not have to place barriers or bring out riot police at its annual meetings 
and has a tradition of good relations with civil society.  Indeed, in terms of general public 
legitimacy and honest efforts to involve civil society in its orbit, UNEP has fared much better 
than most international organizations even though, as we will note, there remains room for 
improvement (Banuri and Spanger-Siegfried, 2000). 

 
In summary, while UNEP has its share of problems they relate not to its mandate as much as to the 
resources that have been provided to it.  The fact that some governments, and its seems some 
academics, have never forgiven it for being located in a developing country does not help either.  It is 
unfortunate that its recent leadership—particularly its last Executive Director, Elizabeth Dowdeswell 
of Canada—has been defensive about both its achievements and its potential, instead of building upon 
its rather rich legacy of performance.  It is, by no means, a perfect organization; but it has been a 
rather good one.  It would be sad if in our zeal for organizational rearrangement, we made the 
allegedly perfect the enemy of the demonstrably good. 
 
 
Towards Better Global Environmental Governance 
 
It should be obvious that this author is not persuaded by the need for an environmental super-
organization.  However, an argument against new organizational superstructures should not be 
confused with an argument for organizational inertia.  All organizations should strive for 
improvement, and global environmental organizations—including UNEP—are no exception. There 
are a number of elements within the various proposals that do make sense—not as arguments for 
organizational rehaul, but as elements of an agenda to improve the existing organizational setup.  
Moreover, change that happens within the existing system is likely to be substantively less disruptive 
and politically more feasible.  This final section highlights five key elements of a potential agenda for 
organizational improvement that can be pursued within the confines of the existing structures and 
would begin addressing the larger institutional challenges of global environmental governance 
discussed earlier.9 
1. Enabling UNEP to Fulfill its Mandate. There is no need to change UNEP’s mandate.  There 

is, however, an urgent need to provide it with the resources, staff and authority it needs to 
fulfill its mandate.  UNEP’s shareholders—i.e., the member states—need to invest in UNEP 
in proportion to the responsibilities that they demand of it.  One step in this direction might be 
to convert UNEP into a specialized agency (as opposed to a ‘Programme’) with the 
concomitant ability to raise and decide its own budget.  However, given the political 
wrangling this would require, the UN General Assembly might consider maintaining UNEP’s 
‘Programme’ status but providing it with greater autonomy in budgetary matters to ensure a 
sufficient and consistent resource base.  Indeed, UNEP was originally modeled around the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and should aspire to fulfill that original 
intent.  While this would obviously require the UN Secretary General and members states to 
give UNEP the budgetary and operational prominence that it has so often been promised, it 
would also require more assertive leadership from UNEP so that it gets the respect it 
deserves.  One step could be to invest in making its flagship Global Environmental Outlook 
Reports an environmental equivalent to the World Bank’s World Development Reports, or 
UNDP’s Human Development Reports. 

                                                
9  Some of these ideas are informed by the author’s participation at the ‘Expert Consultation on International 

Environmental Governance’ organized by UNEP in Cambridge, England on 28-29 May 2001.  A report of 
the meeting is available at http://www.unep.org/IEG/docs/. 
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2. Realizing Sustainable Development.  Over the years, many have become quite fond of 
arguing that the problem with sustainable development is that it is very difficult to define.  
While defining it in precise terms is certainly not easy, it is also not entirely necessary.  The 
real problem with sustainable development is that the governments of the world lack the 
commitment to realizing it.  The main culprit in this regards are governments in the North that 
have consistently reneged on their financial commitments.  However, the governments of the 
South are also to blame for viewing sustainable development simply as an excuse to continue 
with development as usual without any regard to its environmental consequences.  From an 
organizational perspective, realizing sustainable development would imply streamlining 
mechanisms for a) financing sustainable development, and b) monitoring and validating 
progress.  Because of problems of transparency as well as performance, many developing 
countries consider the Global Environmental Facility (GEF) to lack legitimacy (Agarwal et 
al., 1999).  Other funding mechanisms are even more strapped for cash.  The 2002 World 
Summit on Sustainable Development provides an ideal opportunity to reconsider the 
operation of GEF, broaden the scope of activities that it can finance, replenish it to higher 
levels, and possibly place its management more firmly within an agency that routinely deals 
with issues of environment and sustainable development.  The existing trilateral management 
structure involving UNEP, UNDP and the World Bank can, in fact, be maintained while 
UNEP is given the role of the ‘lead’ agency in its actual management.  Doing so would also 
go a long way in allowing UNEP to fulfill its existing mandate to the fullest. 

3. Managing MEA proliferation.  Over the last decade, the great increase in negotiations 
pertaining to the new or existing multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs) has caused a 
serious problem of MEA proliferation and attendant pathologies of ‘negotiation fatigue’, 
particularly amongst developing country delegates (Najam, 2000a).  This has placed an 
immense burden on most developing countries, which simply do not have the resources to 
keep up with the frantic pace of increasingly complex negotiations.  Moreover, the frenzy to 
complete negotiation as quickly as possible has left behind a legacy of less-than-perfect 
agreements or resulted in too little attention being paid to questions of implementation 
(Najam and Sagar, 1998).  It makes sense to pause and make sense of how these various 
MEAs fit together.  A certain clustering of independently negotiated treaties has begun to 
emerge organically as part of the evolution of international environmental law; it is timely to 
convert this into a deliberate schema (Najam, 2000a).  Von Moltke (2001), in particular, has 
outlined a useful list of possibilities for MEA clustering.  A co-location of MEA secretariats 
seems an equally pragmatic idea that would provide efficiency gains, increase cross-treaty 
communication, and deter from MEA fiefdoms.  Overlapping or joint meetings of related 
MEAs, possibly in permanent locations, would serve to ease the pressures on participating 
delegates and encourage more continuity in representation.  UNEP, with its sterling record of 
MEA management—both in terms of overseeing complex negotiations and of hosting MEA 
secretariats—again emerges as the best-suited candidate for this job.  However, this would not 
require a new super-organization.  Nor would it require a major legal restructuring of UNEP’s 
mandate.  The task was already awarded to UNEP a decade ago by Agenda 21 which called 
upon UNEP to ‘concentrate’ on (amongst other things), the “further development of 
international environmental law, in particular conventions and guidelines, promotion of its 
implementation, and coordinating functions arising from an increasing number of 
international legal agreements, inter alia, the functioning of the secretariats of the 
Conventions… including possible co-location of secretariats established in the future” 
(Section 38.22[h]).   

4. Coordination, Yes; Centralization, No.  Echoing UNEP’s original charter, Agenda 21 had 
also defined UNEP as the “principal body within the United Nations system in the field of 
environment” (Section 38.23).  However, for good reason, neither had seen it as the only UN 
body with relevance to the environment.  Centralization makes little conceptual sense for 
issues related to the environment, and even less for sustainable development.  Given the 
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fundamentally interlinked and cross-sectoral nature of these issues UNEP’s original mandate 
as a catalyst and coordinator was, in retrospect, quite well-conceived.  However, as already 
noted, UNEP has been less than successful in realizing its coordination mandate.  At the same 
time, the coordination mandate is now spread out around the system—in addition to the CSD, 
the recently created Environmental Management Group (EMG) and the Global Ministerial 
Environment Forum (GMEF) both seem to have some elements of the coordination function 
in their mandates.  This dilution of UNEP’s coordination responsibility may not be a bad 
thing.  Not only is coordination a thankless job but, as Mark Imber (1993: 66) reminds us, 
“the primary responsibility for coordination rests with governments.”  The Agency heads that 
make up EMG and the senior government delegates that make up CSD and GMEF seem far 
better positioned for UN-wide coordination than UNEP’s secretariat staff could ever be 
expected to.  Having multiple forums for coordination may also not be bad—there is enough 
cross-participation within these groups to keep duplication or contradiction manageable, 
while multiple forums could actually have the effect of reinforcing each other on the need for 
coordination. 

5. ‘Civilizing’ Global Environmental Governance.  Providing the space and opportunity for 
meaningful participation of civil society networks in global environmental governance may 
well be the most important challenge from the institutional, as well as the organizational 
standpoint (Banuri and Spanger-Siegfried, 2000).  Within the realm of global public policy, 
the environment is an issue where civil society has been particularly active and influential 
(Gordenker and Weiss, 1995; Najam, 1999).  However, there is a growing sense that 
international organizations are becoming increasingly introverted.  Especially in the aftermath 
of recurrent civil protests arising from a deeply felt distrust of globalization—and of 
international organizations as the agents of globalization—both UNEP and CSD need to 
invest more attention to linking with civil society.  In a recent Banuri and Spanger-Siegfried 
(2000) lay out a detailed set of recommendations for establishing deeper linkages with civil 
society actors, particularly GPPNs, for leveraging the opportunities for policy innovation and 
cross-sectoral synergies that this would offer.  We also need to begin viewing civil society not 
just as stakeholders in, but as motors of global environmental governance.  Following the 
tradition of human rights regimes, civil society networks could potentially become the real 
drivers of MEA implementation.  Indeed, for political as well as logistic reasons, they may be 
more likely to play that role than governments or intergovernmental agencies (Najam, 2000b).  

 
In essence, the argument of this paper is that not only do we not need a new international 
environmental organization but the discussions on this subject tend to distract from the actual reform 
in the existing organizations that are needed.  The paper outlines five elements of such an 
organizational reform agenda, but recognizes that these must be imbedded in the larger challenge of 
institutional reform.  In practical terms, this means that the key change has to come not in the 
structural details of existing or new organizations but in the support and political will that national 
governments are willing to invest in these organizations. 
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