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The Persistence of Old Problems: The Politics
of Environment and Development at the Rio
Earth Summit

Standing before exasperated delegates on June 12, 1992, at the United
Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in
Rio de Janeiro, President George H. W. Bush spoke in vague terms.
“We believe that the road to Rio must point toward both environmental
protection and economic growth, environment and development,” the
president proclaimed. “By now it’s clear: To sustain development, we
must protect the environment. And to protect the environment, we must
sustain development.”1
President Bush’s words left many onlookers bafﬂed. On the one hand,
Bush spoke the language of sustainability, noting the interrelationship
between economic development and environmental protection. Soon after
his speech, the president signed the conference’s formal declaration, which
proclaimed “sustainable development” as the discursive framework for the
United Nations’ development policies. He acknowledged the need to integrate environmental protection into all economic development policies. On
the other hand, President Bush did not attempt to describe exactly how that
process would occur. He also rejected many of the formal conventions on
the table in Rio. The president refused to sign a treaty on biodiversity
protection, and he only agreed to support an agreement on global climate
change that came without any binding stipulations. Although the president
had accepted the necessity of crafting environmentally friendly approaches
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to development, it was clear that full cooperation and signiﬁcant concrete
measures remained out of reach.
The gulf between the president’s rhetoric and actions revealed two
salient aspects of how the relationship between environmentalism and
economic development had evolved over the previous decades. As
President Bush’s speech indicated, the conference legitimized the use of
sustainability rhetoric to acknowledge the link between environmental
protection and economic development, which major environmental nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) had been promoting for over a
decade. In the immediate aftermath of World War II, many policy makers
conceived of environmental protection and economic policy as separate
policy domains; by 1992, every government leader acknowledged the
interconnectedness of the two concepts and every leader spoke of “sustainable development.” In some respects, NGOs such as the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and the World Wildlife
Fund (WWF) had succeeded beyond their expectations in popularizing the
sustainability concept.2
Despite this rhetorical shift, the Rio Conference also highlighted a
decades-long continuity in the international politics of environment protection. As had been the case for decades, the question of “additionality,”
whether the industrialized nations would commit to new and additional
resource transfers to fund environmental protection programs in the
developing world, dominated discussions over international environmental accords. In the years before the Rio Conference, many environmental
NGOs had helped to demonstrate the tremendous ecological and economic threats posed to the developing world by trends such as desertiﬁcation, species loss, deforestation, and global climate change. Developing
countries organized again through the Group of 77 (G-77), although the
organization carried less inﬂuence than it did in the 1970s as Third World
activism and support for the New International Economic Order had
waned considerably by the 1980s.3 G-77 countries recognized these
threats but resisted binding environmental accords that did not also
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include increased foreign aid transfers and more favorable terms for
technology transfer. Many key environmentalists, including the Rio
Conference’s General-Secretary Maurice Strong, had come to sympathize
with the G-77 position and demand additionality as a sine qua non of any
major agreement in Rio, too. Most industrialized nations, however, once
again rejected any substantial increases in direct resource transfers.
In particular, the United States’ resistance to additionality scuttled
negotiations in the lead-up to Rio. The Bush administration was willing
to give explicit rhetorical support to most environmental issues, but it was
unwilling to incur substantial additional ﬁnancial obligations vis-à-vis
the developing countries. The administration often couched their
position – which resembled Nixon and Kissinger’s stance at the
Stockholm Conference – in a pro-market rhetoric that demonized any
new regulations. Since the 1970s, a “culture of faith in the market”
suffused American life, as the private sector and market forces became
viewed as the ideal tools for pursuing economic development and much
else.4 Bush administration ofﬁcials consistently lauded the power of market principles to solve environmental problems, frequently invoking arguments about the logic of incentives, the virtues of cost-beneﬁt analysis, and
the perils of increased government regulation. The Bush administration, in
turn, rejected any international agreements – such as the treaty over
climate change – that called for binding regulations or a major increase
in foreign aid ﬂows.
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Moreover, many Bush administration ofﬁcials believed that the end of
the Cold War revealed that any kind of centralized or extensive regulatory
system could not and would not ameliorate social, political, or even
environmental problems. Although many observers hoped that the end
of the Cold War would signify a new era of international cooperation over
international environmental matters, in practice the collapse of the “second world” reinforced the belief of Bush administration ofﬁcials that freer
trade and fewer regulations, not more foreign aid, would best redress
international environmental problems. In spite of the shifting international system, comprehensive and concrete measures at the Rio gathering
in 1992 proved elusive because of many of the same tensions that had
beguiled participants at the 1972 Stockholm Conference. As was the case
in Stockholm, environmental protection in the developing world foundered in discussions over North-South economic relations.
In the end, the debates over additionality also exposed the weakness of
the new sustainability discourse. Robert Allen and the IUCN ofﬁcials who
crafted the World Conservation Strategy had learned that deﬁning sustainable development was a contentious process. Once in the mainstream
of development discourse, the phrase became even more ambiguous.
Already by the time of the conference, astute observers noted that the
phrase had acquired over forty different deﬁnitions.5 Environmentalists,
policy makers, and industry leaders often interpreted the phrase quite
differently. For some, it was a rich concept that signaled a new ethic and
responsibility toward the natural world and a need for global socioeconomic equality; for others, it was a hollow slogan that amounted to little
more than “green-washing” of existing development practices. What few
questioned, however, was that the concept sanctioned continued economic growth and placed environmental protection in the service of
economic development, as President Bush had noted in his June 12th
speech to the Rio delegations. The Stockholm Conference had left many
environmentalists feeling enthusiastic about the possibility for future
reform. The disconnect between the sustainability discourse and the
absence of sufﬁcient cooperation over additionality after the Rio meeting
left the environmental community far more uneasy and uncertain about
the future.
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the global environment in the 1980s:
the background to rio
The idea for a major twenty-year follow-up conference to Stockholm
came largely from Maurice Strong. In October 1986, Strong visited
Sweden to meet with former ofﬁcials who had been instrumental in setting
up the original UN environmental gathering. Strong informed them of his
work with the Brundtland Commission. He wanted the Brundtland
Commission’s report to receive widespread attention, and he also hoped
that a major international conference could pressure major states to adopt
its guidelines. Recent efforts to implement the “sustainable development”
approach to planning in the developing world disappointed Strong and
many other activists in the environmental community. The World
Conservation Strategy, for instance, generated positive reviews as a general guide but had yet to be implemented systematically at the national
level. Likewise, the formal ten-year follow-up to Stockholm, a gathering
of the UNEP General Council in Nairobi in 1982, generated little fanfare
outside the environmental community and UN system. Strong believed
that only another international conference like Stockholm could make
meaningful steps to ensure the Brundtland Commission’s report would
not meet a similar fate to the World Conservation Strategy.6
Strong also recognized the importance of “additionality” and personally sympathized with the ongoing economic and ﬁscal challenges afﬂicting the developing world. He had nurtured close ties with leaders and
intellectuals from the Global South, and his experiences in reshaping
many environmental NGOs during the 1970s had been spurred by his
desire for environmentalists to pay greater attention to problems such as
poverty and inequality. Strong believed that “industrialized and developing countries would have to change the way they deal with each other,”
for the World Conservation Strategy’s sustainable development method
of planning to take hold.7
Strong’s desire to implement sustainable development practices and
redress economic imbalances appeared increasingly urgent in the mid1980s. When Strong and his Swedish colleagues met for lunch in
September 1986, in Washington, DC, environmentalists protested the
World Bank’s support for destructive development programs in Brazil
and India. The crushing burden of the global debt crisis, coupled with
6
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structural adjustment policies premised on export-led recovery, spurred
many developing nations to pursue strategies that raise short-term revenues at the expense of long-term planning. Tropical deforestation and
growing desertiﬁcation, in particular, became major global problems.8
Such trends seemed all the more worrisome in light of the emerging
scientiﬁc research on “biodiversity,” which suggested that species loss
greatly harmed the ecosystems and the ecological processes that supported
life on earth.9 Finally, a series of horriﬁc disasters around large industrial
sites – such as the Union Carbide factory in Bhopal, India, and the
Chernobyl nuclear power plant in the Soviet Union – offered stark warnings of unheeded development.10
Most troubling of all, new scientiﬁc research over the previous decade
had revealed that industrial development had profoundly altered the
planet’s life support systems. The ozone layer of the atmosphere had
been torn apart, leaving a gaping hole over Antarctica. Acid rain, toxic
precipitation caused by industrial emissions of sulfur dioxide and nitrogen
oxide, corroded the built and natural environment alike and imperiled
human health across the globe. Worse still, the global climate appeared to
be warming, driven in part by carbon emissions stemming from growing
reliance on fossil fuels as a cheap energy source for economic development
worldwide. Global climate change threatened every natural system of the
planet and posed human society with unknown and unprecedented risks.
These were all truly global problems for which there was little in the way
of institutional or political precedents to manage.11 The combination of
8
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ongoing environmental destruction and these new threats amounted to
“an emerging global crisis,” claimed the IUCN.12
Strong and his Swedish colleagues believed these problems all required
global cooperation and immediate action. In September 1987 Swedish
delegates to the UN put forth a proposal at the UN General Assembly to
host a twenty-year follow-up to Stockholm that would identify frameworks for both national and international action to promote “sustainable
development” as the Brundtland Commission had deﬁned it.13 In planning the conference, Strong identiﬁed six key goals for the conference: the
drafting of an “Earth Charter,” inspired in part by a follow-up under way
to the World Conservation Strategy; the drafting of “Agenda 21,” a
follow-up to Stockholm’s Action Plan that would lay out a strategy for
all nations achieving “sustainable development” models of planning;
formal institutions to oversee Agenda 21; ﬁnancial agreements to fund
Agenda 21; discussion over rules for technology transfers; and conventions on climate change and the protection of biological diversity (which
later grew to include conventions on forest protection and desertiﬁcation).14 The questions of North-South resource transfers underscored
each goal. The outcome of the conference, Strong admitted, depended
on the North’s willingness to commit greater resources to the South. On
these issues, he believed, “The North [had] to budge.”15
Strong’s framing of the conference along these lines ensured that the
1992 meeting would be dominated by many of the same economic and
political questions that had shaped the Stockholm gathering. Brazil, the
nation that had taken so central a role in articulating these points in 1972,
reemerged through the G-77 as the leading voice over international economic issues in 1987. Although Sweden initially offered to host the 1992
gathering, Brazil, with G-77 backing, countered. As a result, when the UN
ﬁnally agreed to host the conference in December 1989, Rio de Janeiro,
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not Stockholm, won the right to host the conference.16 The choice to host
the gathering in the developing world held great symbolic power. If the
negotiations at Rio were going to generate meaningful action on environmental issues, participants would ﬁrst have to make concrete agreements
on issues of international development and ﬁnancial assistance.

environmentalism in the lead-up to rio
While the North-South conﬂict loomed over the Rio preparations, NGOs
had many reasons to be hopeful at the start of the negotiating process.
NGOs had generated many important institutional responses to the environmental threats of the 1980s. For instance, the IUCN took a leading role
in shaping international action over biodiversity protection. The organization’s transition to the “conservation for development” message in the
1970s led it to adopt the language of biodiversity as a more politically
palatable alternative to older notions of national park and protected area
policies. In 1982, at the Third World Conference on National Parks held in
Bali, Indonesia, IUCN ofﬁcials working on protected areas positioned
themselves to focus on “sustainable resource management and sustainable
wildlife use,” rather than older preservationist notions. Following the
meeting, IUCN ofﬁcials working with the groups’ Environmental Law
Centre began to draft a possible international convention on biodiversity
protection based on the need to “conserve biodiversity at the genetic,
species and ecosystem levels” and including “a funding mechanism to
alleviate the inequality of the conservation burden between the North
and the South.” In the mid-1980s, the IUCN collaborated with the
World Resources Institute, the UNEP, the World Bank, and other international institutions to produce a series of inﬂuential publications on
biodiversity.17 Many NGOs also participated in innovative “debt-fornature” swaps to purchase developing nations’ debt in exchange for the
expansion of domestic environmental programs.18
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