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Interview with Maria Ivanova, Director, Global Environmental Governance Project
[English translation]

The governance system requires more cooperation between institutions to implement common rules, and the means to enforce them.


What kind of global environmental governance system is necessary?

How would you describe the current global environmental governance system?

It lacks logic. The multitude of organizations in charge of various environmental domains is such that the system has become fragmented and decisions by one organization are rarely made in collaboration with another. Take for example the issue of water. There are about 20 to 25 different international organizations that work on the subject, and do not coordinate their activities. Or in the area of climate change: essentially all international organizations want to participate and in one year alone 14 new financial mechanisms were created!

Given the large diversity of environmental issues, isn’t the multitude of institutions necessary?

What do we expect of global governance institutions? That they inform us about the issue under their purview, about the problems that need to be solved. Then, that they establish the necessary policies and regulations to address these problems and to mobilize different stakeholders in a coordinated and coherent manner to implement the rules that have been established. Finally, these institutions need the means to implement all this and the power to sanction violators.

Regarding all these functions, what is the advantage of institutional multiplicity? When defining the problem, it is necessary to take a number of opinions into account. When it comes to policy implementation, diverse and different propositions can be useful but the effectiveness of the governance system is reduced when the numerous institutions establish their own norms and follow their own policy without mutual cooperation or coordination, even if they are not in conflict with each other.

Isn’t some competition among institutions an advantage as it forces them to be reactive?

I prefer proactive rather than reactive institutions. And for this, cooperation is better than competition. When global public goods need to be provided, competition for financing is unproductive. Currently, each institution is evaluated based on its individual actions, not based on the quality of its cooperation with others.

We have to rethink the global environmental governance system in a more cooperative sense, with a clear division of work among institutions. When you have 15 to 20 different international agreements that have produced over 5,000 decisions, the system becomes incoherent; and anti-democratic, since developing countries often don’t have the means to participate in all these decisions. 


What role does the World Trade Organization (WTO) play in global environmental governance?

The WTO plays a twofold role. On the one hand, its mission to promote a liberalized trade system often forces it to subsume environmental questions to trade rules and unlimited economic growth, without much regard for environmental impacts. On the other hand, the WTO is perceived as one of the few institutions that can enforce their rules because it possesses a dispute settlement mechanism. This is an interesting institutional model that could perhaps be implemented in the environmental field.

To what extent do the big multinational corporations influence environmental norms?

Their influence is usually through the influence of their governments. Certain political leaders get captured by the interests of their domestic industries, a phenomenon that has been aggravated over the last decades, and which has usually led to a lowering of environmental standards.

At the same time, we have also observed over the past few years the emergence of a new corporate behavior. The CEO of Wal-Mart for example, has implemented decisions to improve the environmental responsibility of the company, which has in turn impacted all the companies in its supply chain. Another example is Coca-Cola, which is considering the concept of water neutrality – i.e. offsetting the extraction and use of drinking water by financing the rehabilitation of hydrological basins in various countries.

Would the creation of a World Environment Organization lead to a better global environmental governance system?

I am in favor of a global institutional mechanism with the ability to protect our natural resources. Does it have to be a World Environment Organization? Maybe, but that is not mandatory. The political debate has a tendency to get marred by the conflict between advocates and critics of such an organization. The most important thing, however, is to fulfill the functions of an effective global governance system as I described above. And this can be accomplished either through a realignment of the current institutional architecture or through the creation of a new organization. In the end, a rethinking of our moral and ethical values is the necessary precondition to changing our behavior toward the environment. The development of a new ethic of global citizenship is the crucial factor to create a global environmental governance system that is effective, legitimate and equitable. 

Are you optimistic regarding our capacity to progress in this area?

You know, I was born on the other side of the iron curtain, where nobody believed that one- day the Soviet empire would collapse and the Berlin Wall would fall. History has made me optimistic. Nothing is impossible. But if our leaders don’t understand that the current planetary crisis requires an unprecedented effort, if they don’t realize that we live in a society facing a global problem that requires coordinated solutions, then we risk stalling for a long time. And time is what we lack the most.
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To learn more about the Global Environmental Governance Project, visit www.environmentalgovernance.org. “Global Environmental Governance: Perspectives on the Current Debate” is available at www.centerforunreform.org/node/251.
