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A CALL FOR NEW HOLISTIC AND INTEGRATED APPROACHES IN THE UNITED
NATIONS PROGRAMME FOR THE ENVIRONMENT - some ethical and economic
underlying thoughts

INTRODUCTION

At the United Nations, when reading a report or assisting to meetings, some concepts are
repeated over and over again, regardless of which program or subject is at the core of the
discussion. These concepts are the following: increased coordination, cooperation and
coherence. On 30" May 2014, the Secretary-General of the United Nations wrote to the Chief
Executives Board on Coordination of the United Nations (UN) seeking their views and
suggestions on “actions in support of a coherent and coordinated system-wide approach to render
then United Nations system competent in contributing to a transformative agenda”. After several
discussions on this issue with some UN members, the conclusion is that this emphasis on those
concepts might reveal the existence of gaps in the management of the international
environmental public goods in and out of the UN. Subsequently, many actions have been taken
towards addressing those gaps at the international level. Moreover, the UN at the Conference
Rio+20 have agreed with Member States a process of development of a set of sustainable
development goals (17 goals) called Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) to ensure well-being
in the long term and also in order to overcome those gaps. Overall, it seems that the UN, this
superstructure created in 1945 for ensuring international security and peace was unprepared to
confront those new global challenges (Todds, Celis, 2014) and now coordination, cooperation
and coherence are the most important issues facing the UN towards the achievement of the

sustainable development goals.

And what is the signification of those concepts? In this context, coordination is the ability to
take coordinated actions at the international level in an integrated manner to overcome the actual
fragmentation in the management of international environmental public goods among
stakeholders; cooperation is the ability of all countries to act as partners and cooperate towards
achieving the same goals and coherence is ensuring that all actions taken towards these same

goals are coherent in actions.
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And where those problems come from? On one hand, some economists underline the
responsibility of capitalism in the current way of thinking, behaviours and patterns of our
societies which are considered by certain economists as destructives (discussion with UN’s
experts).On another hand, other economists are searching for new creative and innovative
possibilities to overcome those gaps — for instance the Creation of Shared Values created by
Michael Porter which highlights very clearly this transformational period we are in as many UN
members say. This is also related to the issue of authority. Right now, there is no international
authority for the international environmental public goods. The; what is the role of the United
Nations and more specifically the United Nations Programme for the Environment (UNEP)?
And what actions are taken by UNEP to foster new sustainable behaviours internationally and
also internally at the national level? The aim of this article is to clarify some of those questions
taking as an example a case study on the Strategic Approach for International Management of
Chemicals (SAICM) and the actions taken for enhancing coordination, cooperation and

coherence at the international level.

PART 1: THE EXISTENCE OF GAPS IN THE UN SYSTEM AND ITS
PROGRESSIVE TRANSFORMATION

The latest report of the UN on a high level discussion on SDG taking place in New York this
December 2014 reaffirms the existence of some gaps in the current system of management of the
environment at an international level. Those gaps, essentially in terms of coordination,
cooperation and coherence are repeated over and over in UNEP’s meetings and reports. Still in
the same report, taking into account the recommendations of the General Assembly for the
Environment, it was recommended to enhance coordination and cooperation among all
stakeholders for the diffuse of information and technologies for sustainable development. Indeed,
those terms might be “beautiful” to include in such a report or in high level discussions but
according to UN staff members, it apparently remains a challenge in application. In order to have
an efficient framework of coordination, cooperation and coherence, there are no “magic formulas”
but some actions can be put forward in order to overcome those gaps, taking into consideration,
regional and national specificities and needs. In this quest of adequate solutions, some new

approaches for management are progressively emerging in the UN system and expressed in
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international negotiations on sustainable development presented for instance in the report on The
Future We Want in the paragraph 40 that new approaches should be taken into account, those
needs of new holistic and integrated approaches and also expressed in a more recent report: A
road to Dignity emphasizing the need of “having integrated and holistic approaches to guide

humanity to live in harmony with planet’s fragile ecosystems”.

The Strategic Approach for the International Sound Management of Chemicals (SAICM) was
created in this spirit in 2006. What is exactly SAICM? It is two things: 1) it is a policy
framework to foster the sound management of chemicals and 2) a global strategy. Its ultimate
goal is to fulfil those gaps and achieve successfully the 2020 SDG goals set related to chemicals
such as the Goal # 12: Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns. The latest report
of this December on SDG highlights the new paradigm of transformation of the planet we are
experiencing and more specifically the transformation of our behaviours toward the planet (UN
report on SDGs, December 2014). And in order to ensure the wellbeing of our current and future
generation, important changes must be made according to the same report. In this
transformational period what is exactly the role of the United Nations and more specifically
UNEP in this regard? UNEP is taking the lead in the UN’s system in regard to environmental
issues, taking also into account the fact that everything is interlinked in this world. As James
Lovelock presents in his book on Gaia Hypothesis, everything on this Earth is interconnected
since the Earth is a living organism able to balance itself in case of “illness”. But since the
industrialization era, the Earth has suffered considerably from human activities with its new
economy based on a massive industrial development with almost all humans exploiting the Earth
as freeriders without any consideration of the environment and human health but only focusing
on economic wealth - has disrupted the natural pattern of recovery of the Earth. This is very
complex and in order to change this pattern, some concrete actions for changes are needed.
Actions are required at an international level to tackle issues related to international
environmental public goods. The United Nations Programme for the Environment (UNEP) is the
voice for the environment in this regard. This Programme, in order to tackle environmental
problems efficiently, has selected certain fields considered as priorities such as chemicals and
wastes. Since it would be impossible to assess comprehensively each of the priority fields, the

chemicals have been selected based on data availability.
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Moreover, the UN expresses in this latest report on SDGs, his desire to fit into this period of
transformation and serve as a vector of change of the current unviable patterns at the national
level. It is further said that the current generation are charged with the duty to transform societies
and the UN is dedicated to support countries and industries to do so. It may not be impossible to
achieve an enhanced coordination, cooperation and coherence but it surely requires achieving a
consensus among countries on certain issues and the way forward. But it can be very tricky to
embrace a problem in all its complexity and finding agreement on to way forward among various
perspectives, values and interests of the UN Member States. From an anthropological thinking,
this idea recalls the theory of relativism: “To see life and the world from different angles,

particular to our own culture” (Brelet, 2014).

In regard to complexity, in this quest for solutions for managing efficiently international
environmental public goods, attempts has been made among scientists to simplify complex
issues and situations and meanwhile other scientists in their researches have proven that
simplifying too much is a risk of losing important information necessary to resolve a complex
problem. Mr. Samuel Alexander, the co-Director of the Simplicity Institute has written an article
on Joseph Tainter’s theory of Social Complexity, sharing this view. Since it seems that no simple
solution are able to respond appropriately to some complex environmental challenges,

coordination, cooperation and coherence remain key issues to be resolved.

A) COORDINATION AND A SHARED VISION

The current antagonism of short term and long term perspectives

Issues related to chemicals are not new. Consumption and production of chemical products
started a lot time ago. The “novelty” in this regard would be more the increasing awareness in
regard of the positive and also undesired impacts towards the consumption and production of
chemicals. Chemicals and wastes is considered as a priority field of action for UNEP that has
also created SAICM as a mechanism to ensure the achievement of the 2020 goals related to the
consumption and production of chemicals. Some other priority fields of action have been
selected: medicine, agriculture, consumer goods and textile. As Achim Steiner, the Executive

Director of UNEP says: “chemicals are important in today’s societies”.! Indeed, chemicals are

" UNEP. Global Chemical Outlook, 2012.
http://www.unep.org/pdf/GCO_Synthesis%20Report CBDTIE_UNEP_September5 2012.pdf (1-11-2014).
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fundamental for multiple reasons such as overcoming poverty in the developing countries.
Industrialized countries are now for the majority more advanced in this search for chemical
alternatives but this has a price that sometimes developing countries are not always willing to
pay; priorizing the fulfilment of basic needs first and short term economic benefits (Lamy,
Golden, 2014).This is in reality linked to political issues. The actions taken forwards depend of
the decision maker’s choices (the governments and the choices of their representatives) and also
their sense of ethic as individuals. Knowing the long term benefits of taking certains choices
instead of others and investing in long term actions may influence the choices made by the
decision makers. However, in the absence of clarity and availability of data on the total cost
(including indirect costs) of some projects, they don’t have the necessary information to make
rational choices in full awareness of the cost of these choices. In this framework, uncertainty
remains and blocks all improvement. Decision makers, in the absence of such information, prefer
to take decision in the short term that seem more convenient than having a deeper look at the
problem and trying to solve it in the long term. (OECD, 2001) this frame of thinking surely can
put a “bandaid” on the problem but do not heal it.

Capitalism and short-termism

It is said, that since the industrialization, our economy is based on what is called “capitalism”.
But what is capitalism exactly? Various definitions and perspectives are offered by the
economists. According to Mrs. Eve Chiapello from HEC Paris, criticism is often made to
capitalism. She says that those criticizing capitalism, link this concept with the social and
environmental problems we currently face worldwide. She further presents four different forms
of criticism of the capitalism system: “conservatist”, “artist”, “social” and “ecological”: the
conservatists are criticizing the moral values of the capitalism system but believe that the power
should be concentrated in the hand of a few; the artist criticize the oppression of capitalism and
the fact that there is not enough space for creativity; the social criticize the dominance of a few
on other which enforce inequality and the ecologists are criticizing the interconnexion between
generations and species and the negative effects of human activities on Earth. Mrs. Chiapello
further specifies that as long as the GDP will be the only avenue to increase human progress and

create jobs, the ecological criticism will always be intertwined with social issues.
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In line with the ecological criticism, marxists define capitalism as: “an economic system where
private actors are allowed to own and control the use of property in accord with their own
interest and where the invisible hand of the pricing mechanism coordinates supply and demand
in markets in a way that is automatically in the best interest of society”. In other words, they
view capitalism as a system focusing primarily on profits. In this framework, decision makers are
often described as responsible for peace, justice and tolerable taxes (Scott, 2006). There is also
the anti-globalization view of capitalism denouncing the social and ecological consequences of
the actual capitalist system and hoping for the emergence of a new system that is more viable for
the planet. Furthermore, some scientist which are not economist but rather historians such as
Ronald Edsforth from the Department of history of Dartmounth College in the United States,
argue that the definition of capitalism suffers from faulty definitions that are ahistorical and
invented by business leaders. He argued that capitalism is not a structure or a system but it is a
product of history, a human invention and not a set of natural or universal laws. Edsforth says
that capitalism as defined is unethical or amoral which means that the current way of governing
the world has been created by man artificially and has certain impacts on natural capital and
public goods. The question is: why do we continue to behave this way if we know that this
behaviour, is unhealthy and represents a “dysfunctional habit” that is not in our best interest
globally? At UNEP, all country members seem to recognize that our current behaviour towards
the environment is dysfunctional but it seems also that not all of them are ready to let go certain
habits that provide short term benefits instead of taking a longer road leading to more benefits in
the long term and where actions are made in integrity but may require more time and energy
(Killinger, 2007). This is to say that once you are aware your behaviours do not serve your own
benefit as a country and that is affect the environmental capital, why continuing to behave this
way? Because your neighbours do? Why comparing to the others instead of looking what is in

the best benefit of current and future generations and being mature as we pretend to be?

B) COOPERATION IN THE ABSENCE OF SUPRANATIONAL AUTHORITY
First of all, what do we mean by international cooperation? Mr. Tinberger, in his study published

in the UNESCO Social Sciences review, defines distinctive forms of international cooperation
which is, generally speaking, cooperation among countries. More specifically, one definition he
proposes is international cooperation as a system involving the sanctions imposed by the partners

themselves. This definition implies that a regulatory body exists internationally. Or, there is
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currently no supranational body in charge of the environmental challenges. Yes, there is a new
United Nations Assembly for the Environment who plays a director role in UNEP to reinforce
the role of UNEP but still it does not act as a supranational authority. In the absence of such a
regulatory body or legal authority, who ensure the management of international environmental

public goods?

The International Environmental Public goods: a market failure

There are some distinctions between environmental goods, public goods and international
environmental public goods. These definitions vary from a country to another but they all find
agreement on what is considered a public good. Environmental goods and services are
considered as a subset of public goods that “provide environmental protection in different
domains: water, solid waste, air, soil, noise, natural resources, and miscellaneous services”
(UNCTAD, 2003). A public good represents a good usually non rival and/or non excludable in
consumption which implies also that it cannot be traded in the market. It also implies that one
consumer does not diminish in quantity the amount available for the other, such as the sun or the
sea. This compromises the famous theory of the invisible hand in a perfect market. Indeed, those
public goods have no price and therefore, freeriders have no incentives strong enough to stop
acting in their own self-interest (discussion with Mr. Sgren Bgye Olson, 2014). Moreover, those
public goods are very often underprovisionned which means the society act less than what is
required for their protection. For instance, we undervalue the environmental goods and the
integrity of the ecosystems and we act less than we should to protect them which explain why
public intervention is necessary to guarantee the social optimal supply of environmental goods
and services (discussion with Mr. Sgren Bgye Olson, 2014). Since international environmental
public goods are not valued at their real price (they have no price) the forces of market can’t
guide environmental goods towards efficient allocations of resources as it does for private goods,

which means that it is a market failure ( the outcome is not optimal as for the Pareto’s principles).

In the case of SAICM, it is the international environmental public goods that are tackled. UNEP
reported in 2011 that those goods have been undersupplied systematically over a long period of
time. The good news is that this gap can apparently be offset, according to UNEP, by the actions
taken by the government at the national level. However, since there are no supranational

authorities responsible of this issue at the international level, it depends upon the magnitude and
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distribution of payoffs to public goods provision because of course, countries as individuals have
stronger incentives to commit resources to their provision. Moreover, UNEP further specifies
that doing more will depend upon agreement between nation states so international
environmental public goods are beyond national jurisdiction but some issues related to it can be
tackled at the regional and national levels such as infectious diseases (at the national level) or
acid rain (at the regional level) or even the management of a multicountry basin such as the
Mediterranean at the regional level which is coordinated by the United Nations Environment
Program/ Mediterranean Plan of Action (UNEP/MAP). Furthermore those complex issues at the
international level must consider all levels (local, regional, international). Hence, with
globalization, new relationships among countries are emerging which implies new networks and
new exchanges of ideas and techniques. These new relationships, according to UNEP has created
a new “Global Environmental Public” concerned about our ethical responsibility as individuals,
organizations or even corporations. So even though there is no universal governance of
international environmental public goods, there is an incentive to act in light of the high external
costs of no action even though some governments are still being not very receptive to shift the
actual language of the dominant economic paradigm. One country took a step further; it is
Bhutan with its commission of Happiness which adopted a new approach of development based

on happiness.

PART 2: UNEP’S ACTIONS TOWARDS A SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

C) COHERENCE OF DECISIONS AND ACTIONS TOWARDS A COMMON GOAL

In order to ensure coherence among the action of all stakeholders towards the same goals, an
alignment of the decisions, actions and results must be achieved synergistically which is still a
challenging task but not an impossible one (UN internal report on SDG, 2014). It is often argued
that our actions do not take enough in consideration the natural capital and today, it seems very
clear that there is an unbalance in this scenario and this disequilibrium is not without
consequences. As mentioned before, UNEP has set some goals in this regard to be achieved by
countries by 2020. These goals are tackling several problems such as poverty, health and the
environment. In order to achieve these goals, the UN Programmes of UNEP are taking some
concrete actions. In 2002 at the Rio Summit for the Sustainable Development, was set a goal
related to chemicals minimization of use and production by 2020. This goal was reinforced at the

Rio Summit of 2012 in the report called The Future we want stating that the Sound Management
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of Chemicals for the protection of human health and the environment is crucial and the growing
production and use of chemicals calls for increased international cooperation. But what is exactly
the sustainable development? As defined in the Brundtland report, sustainable development is an
economic development that does not comprise environmental and social welfare for the benefit
of the current and future generations. In light of this definition, we know that the use of
chemicals allow an increase in the overall welfare internationally, so it is not a question of
prohibiting the use of chemicals but rather use it in awareness and in a way that do not involve
negative impacts. Moreover, it is more and more recognized that we can address an issue in a
systematic manner in order to address comprehensively global issues. It is also recognized by the
UN that an integrated approach provides better results. An integrated approach is an approach

which assesses a problem from all angles, holistically and comprehensively.

Hereafter will be presented such as approach for the chemicals which is the Strategic Approach
for International Management of Chemicals. It is a mechanism that addresses the issues related

to chemicals in an integrated manner.

THE STRATEGIC APPROACH FOR INTERNATIONAL MANAGEMENT OF
CHEMICALS (SAICM)

Background

The agreement of creating a mechanism for the management of chemicals was first expressed at
the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg in 2002 were
governments agreed on “using and producing chemicals in ways that do not lead to significant
adverse effects on human health and the environment™. In order to achieve this goal, a deadline
of 2020 has been set. Following this meeting, SAICM was first endorsed by the Heads of States
and Governments in New York in 2005. Then, one year later in Dubai, SAICM was adopted at
the first International Conference on Chemicals Management. SAICM is part of UNEP. UNEP’s
mission is to “Provide leadership and encourage partnership in caring for the environment by
inspiring, informaring and enabling nations and peoples to improve their quality of life without
compromising that of future generations”. SAICM is part of the Division of Technology,
Innovation and Economics of UNEP, providing solutions for policy-makers to help change the
business environment by offering platforms for dialogue and cooperation, innovative policy
option, pilot projects and creative market mechanisms (UNEP). UNEP hosts SAICM secretariat,
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providing administrative support and serving as a trustee to the Quick Start Programme trust
fund.

The aim of SAICM

Managing international public goods is not something easy but rather complex for many reasons
such as different national and political interests and different perspectives from a country to
another (UNEP, 2014). Some environmental problems are addressed in an aggregated manner
and this results in a lack of communication and coordination internationally. However, the
international public goods need international coordinated responses. In this case, the action of
one country cannot address efficiently the problem alone. All countries have to provide their
energy and input together in order to achieve the goals (discussion with Mr. John Crowley,
Environment Ethic Department of UNESCO, 2013). In the case of chemicals, the main
stakeholders are the UN agencies such as UNEP, WHO, FAO, UNDP, ONUDI, NGOs, the
private and industrial section, the agricultural sector, the products sector. In light of the variety of
stakeholders involved, it is sometimes challenging to obtain a clear and efficient communication
and coordination among all these stakeholders and the Strategic Approach addresses these issues
by taking concrete actions such as 1) organizing webinars, 2) creating tools such as the Quick
Start Programme and the Special Programme, 3) disseminating reports to raise awareness and 4)

establishing expert groups on finance.
1) Webinars

One action put forwards by SAICM was the establishment of webinars to share information with
all interested stakeholders. This tool has been considered as extremely relevant according to the
SAICM Team during the last video conference with the Minister of Natural Ressources from
Kenya. Webinar are online conferences organized by SAICM Secretariat to share key
information with stakeholders. In light of the practicality of this new tool, SAICM Team is
planning to organize more and more meeting with all stakeholders with this new platform in the

future.
2) The Quick Start and Special Programmes

Since not all countries have the same capacity for integrating SAICM at the national level,
UNEP under SAICM has created a programme called the Quick Start Programme. The aim of



Geneviéve Roy-Lemieux

this Programme is enabling capacity in the developing countries in order to create a strong basis
for the integrations of the management of chemicals at the national level. This Programme
ensures that all country have the capacity to integrate SAICM at the national level which
contributes to increase coordination and coherence. Moreover, in June 2014 was adopted a new
Special Programme of a duration of seven years for institutional strengthening to ensuring the
implementation of SAICM into the national strategies for the management of chemicals which

also contribute to increase coordination, cooperation and coherence at an international level.
3) Dissemination of reports

To successfully address this issue, SAICM wrote also reports dedicated to decision makers to
raise awareness. Moreover, decision makers usually need concrete proofs of the actual benefit of
changing behaviours. For this purpose, an “economical language” is required to know the total
cost of the decision they make and/or to evaluate the social discount of taking further actions.
For demonstrating the total cost and benefits of inaction, SAICM has developed a report in this
regard called The Costs of Inaction. The key message of this report is that in order for the
International Community to move forward on the sound management of chemicals, there is a
need to raise awareness on the economic impacts of non action and the higher costs to repair the
damages caused to the environment and human health. Another aim is to show that a preventive
approach allow savings. Unfortunately, the economic consequences of unsound management of
chemicals are undervalued. Indeed, assessing the complexity of this issue in economic terms,
imply also considering indirect costs (UNEP, 2014). For this reason, in this report, a literature
review on economic information related to the environment and health specify that the data
collected is fragmented but still the negative consequences of harmful chemicals clearly point the
very high costs related to the environment and health. For instance, in 2010, UNEP Finance
Initiative and Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI) reported that in 2008, the global
environmental external cost due to human activity included 236.3 billion USD due to the volatile
organic compounds (VOCs) which can come from a large variety of sectors and sources such as
transport, coal combustion and mercury emissions. Moreover, those data to not include indirect
costs such as water pollution, heavy metals, land use changes and waste. But even though these
figures are not complete, they show the magnitude of the economic costs of environmental

problems related to chemicals.
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4) Expert group on finance

At the second International Conference on Chemicals Management (ICCM2), the governing
body of SAICM reiterated the need for SAICM of strengthening the focus, at the international,
regional, national and local levels, on improved cross-sectoral governance for the development
of coherent precautionary approaches for managing chemicals throughout their life-cycle
(SAICM, 2009) which requires stable sources of financing. The need to find other sources of
funding for ensuring stability, was also reiterated in the Overall Orientation and Guidance for
achieving the 2020 goal, developed by the Secretariat to be presented at the next 2" meeting of
the Open ended group (OEWG2) of Work that will take place in Geneva on 15-17 December
2014 and to be submitted, after adding the inputs of the Working Group at the 4™ International
Conference on Chemical Management that will take place in October 2015. For this purpose,
they are hiring experts on finance in order to establish a new financial strategy in the future. This
includes building partnerships with other UN agencies that have stable sources of financing such
as WHO, FAO, ONUDI etc.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the key driver to mainstreaming the sound management of chemicals into the
national and international development of coordinated policies and plans is the collection of data
and information on the costs of inaction and the benefits of actions. Those benefits of a
sustainable development include benefits for its three pillars: economically, socially and
environmentally. Indeed, as specified in the report on the cost of inaction, “a decision maker well
informed that the cost of inaction is mounting will seek out to support actions that are beneficial
to human health, the environment and the sustainable development”. Moreover, the lack of
knowledge-based preventive approach presents significant risks for human health and the
ecosystems and can have very high associated cost at all levels of society. Of course the question
of capacity in terms of funding remains an important economic and ethical issue. Not all
countries have the same capacity financially, should the developed countries compensate the
developing or least developed ones? Should the developed countries pay for problems occurring
in developing countries? No consensus is made on these issues. We can all find agreement on

one thing: a good communication and a constant search for new possibilities can open the door to
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new innovative and creative solutions and possibilities. Furthermore, it should also be noted as
conclusion that even though in our perspectives chemicals are always “bad”, science and
researches have proven that chemicals efficiently used can be extremely useful and could

contribute to increase welfare internationally.

How could we use chemicals in a way that contribute to humans and Earth long term wellbeing?
It surely start with an increased coordination, cooperation and coherence internationally and by
taking concrete actions under the lead of UNEP but it might also start with a change in ourselves
(UN, 2014) What about shifting economic profit to a higher level including wellbeing and
happiness profits? It is surely an area that should be reflected in all the decision and not just
individual wellbeing and happiness but also global because in one way or another, our happiness
depends on others happiness and wellness including the Earth. These are new elements to
include in the chain of value of the economists such as wellbeing and happiness. Mark
Williamson, the Director of Action for Happiness, noted that more work is needed to get to a
point where happiness and wellbeing agenda is properly in the mindset of most world leaders. He
also note that it is not a matter of making this agenda anti-growth but to think about growth of
something different, more sustainable and viable and also more financially stable version of
growth. This article will be concludes with a sentence from Dr. André Prost from the World
Health Organization in Geneva: “In history, progress in science is not linear, because progress is

stepwise where discontinuity represent qualitative leap™.
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