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EDITORIAL 
Failure at the Earth Summit 

Six months ago close observers of the preparations for the June "Earth Summit" in Rio de 
Janeiro-officially the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development or 
UNCED-were asking which outcome was more preferable, a major failure or an absolute 
disaster. The  most likely outcome is a major failure. UNCED will draw heads ofstate, including 
President Bush, from more than 100 countries, and the chief output will be the Rio Declara- 
tion. In place of the original hope for global unity on a firm plan of specific actions to address 
various global ills, this Declaration will be high on expressions of the urgent need for actions 
and devoid of commitments for individual countries actually to do something. The path will 
remain open for continuation of all of the national policies that have led to these concerns. 

UNCED is the successor to the highly successful Stockholm meeting of 1972 in which 
the nations of the world first stated their mutual concern about the-emerging problems with 
the environment and which led to the founding of UNEP, the United Nations Environment 
Program. During the last 20 years, these global ~roblems have become increasingly evident- 
stratospheric ozone depletion, loss of tropical forests and biodiversity, the steady accumulation 
of greenhouse gases, continuing widespread poverty, and the accelerating total world popula- 
tion. Yet little progress has been made in their amelioration, except for the precedent-setting 
1987 Montreal Protocol, which now calls for the elimination of chlorofluorocarbon (CFC) 
emissions bv the vear 2000. When UNCED was first conceived. the hone was for a wlan for 
worldwide action on climate, forest preservation, biodiversity, and sustainable development. 

However, the hoped-for coalescence of mutual global concerns quickly degenerated 
into separate wrangling over development and the environment. The  delegates no longer were 
discussing a broad framework for action but rather a declaration that would remesent verv little - 
advance over the Stockholm words of 1972. Throughout these negotiations, the United States 
has consistently played a determinedly negative role toward any actual commitment. During 
the final pre-Rio preparatory conference this spring, the instructions for the United States 
were widelv known within the delegation as the Ten  Commandments: don't make anv - 
commitments; don't accept the transfer of technology, the need for new institutions, requests 
for new financial resources, the need for environmental i m ~ a c t  assessments, U.S. liabilitv for 
the environmental problems of developing nations, the precautionary pinciple, the need for 
dispute resolution, and the need for new financial assessments; and don't mention the military. 

Nongovernmental observers have rightly judged the United States as almost wholly 
obstructionist but have not been particularly impressed with the attitudes of the European 
Community countries and the Group of 77, which speaks for the less-industrialized world. 
Only the Nordic countries have received any praise for proposing creative solutions. 

Progress on separate agreements on managing sustainable development, biodiversity, forest 
management, and climate has also moved glacially forward. The primary climate concern has 
been the undoubted growth in the atmospheric concentrations of several "greenhouse" gases- 
methane, nitrous oxide, several CFCs, and most importantly carbon dioxide from the combus- 
tion of fossil fuels and trowical forests. The assessment of the U.S. technical agencies indicates - 
that the United States could achieve significant reductions in greenhouse gas emissions with 
little economic dislocation. Nevertheless, the United States has been standine alone on the - 
climate convention as unwilling to make any commitments, while the European Community 
and particularly the Nordic countries have been pressing for specific goals and timetables for 
cutbacks in emissions. Reluctantly, the other countries have surrendered by agreeing that 
controls are necessarv but that ~ol icies  to im~lement  them remain uns~ecified. 

Meanwhile, the global environmental problems continue to accumulate, and the need 
for progress toward solutions grows rapidly. The  success of the Montreal Protocol demonstrates 
that global commitments can be negotiated: measurements of the atmospheric concentrations 
of CFCs demonstrate that their yearly rate of increase has slowed down markedly. 

Words do have the power to persuade, especially for those willing to read them and 
ponder their meaning. Hopefully, when President Bush reads the Rio Declaration he is about 
to sign next month, he  will realize that those words urgently call for a change from his current 
commitment to inaction and the status quo. 
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