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1.  FROM CONSUMER SOCIETY TO SUSTAINABLE SOCIETY: 

     THE SOESTERBERG CONFERENCE ON SUSTAINABLE 

      PRODUCTION & CONSUMPTION
Dates:         31 January - 1 February, 1999

Place:         
Soesterberg, the Netherlands

Sponsors:   
Northern Alliance for Sustainability (ANPED),

                  
Alternatieve Konsumenten Bond (AKB), and

                  
Center for Respect of Life & Environment (CRLE)

Goal:
To explore some of the themes and strategic possibilities

for building a global movement to create an economy based 

on principles of sustainable production and consumption

The conference focused on three areas of responsibility for achieving sustainable production and consumption: government, business & industry, and consumers.  During

the two days of the conference, participants explored five themes in conjunction with these responsibilities, with an eye to fleshing out effective NGO strategies.  These themes were (1) national policy frameworks, (2) ethics and values, (3) fiscal instruments (subsidy

and tax reform), (4) producer responsibility, and (5) consumer information.

Participants included NGOs from throughout Europe, CEE and NIS countries, and North America, as well as Africa, Asia and the Pacific (although the majority of participants were from the North).

Among the results from this gathering included:

· Emergence of the SPAC Watch initiative (see below)

· Campaign for public briefings by governments on their implementation of Consumer Guidelines

· EPR Campaign in Electronics Industry

· Campaign for consumer information on pesticides in food

Expect to hear about most of these NGO activities in future SPAC Caucus Updates!

2.  SPAC AT CSD7: IS THE OVER-RIDING ISSUE GETTING 

     SWEPT UNDER THE RUG?
What is overriding SPAC?

In addition to examining tourism, small island developing states and oceans, CSD7 is supposed to give special attention to sustainable production and consumption (SPAC) -- what the UN General Assembly described in 1997 as the "over-riding issue in the implementation of Agenda 21."

This positioning of production and consumption as one of several competing topics to be discussed at this CSD (especially next to the five year review of the Cairo Conference) may strike an ironic chord among those who attended the 1992 Earth Summit, where the

north-south debate between population and consumption took center stage.  To recap, the debate entailed a reaction by the Southern countries towards the Northern countries' emphasis on the problem of rapidly increasing population as one of the main threats to sustainability -- with the biggest population increases occurring in the less industrialized countries.

Who will take the lead?

The Southern countries, on the other hand, argued that the biggest source of pollution and environmental degradation was not from population increases but from the unsustainable consumption patterns in the North (especially in the United States).  Thus, as Agenda 21 notes, the industrialized countries have the responsibility to take the lead in addressing the problem of unsustainable consumption and production patterns.

Since that time the UN hosted a major international conference on population and development (now seeing its five-year review) while attention to the topic of

consumption and production has been reduced to a series of workshops, papers and token rhetoric interspersed by a few sincere attempts to raise the issue to an appropriate level of attention. 

SPAC is marginalized

Frankly, the full two-week session of CSD should focus specifically on the challenge of overcoming the obstacles to achieving sustainable production and consumption.  Furthermore, special attention should be directed to how the the Northern countries

-- especially the USA -- are accepting or ignoring their responsibility to take the lead.

After seven years of advocacy work in this area, NGOs are understandably questioning how serious their governments are in achieving sustainable production and consumption.  While there is undeniable progress by industry in eco-efficiency, and governments continue

to search for the optimal mix of regulatory, fiscal, market-based and social instruments, the planet is becoming more polluted and poverty is deepening.  Even the General Assembly remarked that "marginal progress has been made" in addressing SPAC concerns.  However, marginal progress can be expected when only marginal attention is given to the topic!

So why, at the seventh session which is supposed to focus special attention on SPAC are the four dialogue sessions devoted to tourism?  Why is the High Level Session allocating only one and a half hours to discussing this topic?  Why is not more attention and energy being given to the critical need to address SPAC issues?

National policy frameworks

At the SPAC Conference in Soesterberg, NGOs examined the topic of government responsibility in promoting sustainable production and consumption, especially

regarding follow-up on the commitments made by the heads of state at Rio in 1992 to develop national policy frameworks for achieving SPAC.

Such frameworks should certainly draw upon the list of policy instruments cited in both Agenda 21 and in the 1997 Programme for Further Implementation of Agenda 21.  One important policy change highlighted in both these documents and regularly praised in word by most governments, is that of subsidy reform.
Where is the money going?

At the SPAC Conference in Soesterberg, David Roodman, of Worldwatch and author of the recent book, The Natural Wealth of Nations, gave one of the plenary presentations on the topic of subsidy and tax reform, followed later by a workshop on this led by David, Sarojeni Rengam (Pesticide Action Network Asia-Pacific), and Gawain Kripke (Friends

of the Earth-USA).  Considering the $650 billion (or $1.5 trillion, according to Norman Myers) which continues to be invested each year in destructive subsidies, it is not surprising to hear there is relatively little progress by governments in developing SPAC policy -- being much more committed to trade and investment policy.

The question not being adequately addressed is: What is the goal of economic policy?  What is is goal of "growth" and "investment"?  What are the values and vision around which the spinning wheel of investment > production > marketing/trade >

consumption turns?

Ironically, UNDP estimates it would only cost an additional $40 billion to eradicate extreme poverty in the world.  This tiny fraction of what is spent on destructive subsidies would provide basic education for all ($6 billion), water and sanitation for all ($9 billion), reproductive health for all women ($12 billion) and basic health and nutrition ($13 billion).  [See UNDP's 1998 Human Development Report]

While the Agenda 21 commitment to eradicate poverty remains shamefully low among the national policy priorities of certain leading industrial countries, military aid retains its priviledged position (at $780 billion a year).  At the same time, over $435 billion is spent on advertising -- encouraging adoption of the "western" values of overconsumption

throughout the world. (Note also the "kinder, gentler" approach given by governments at towards corporate advertising -- asking that they do their part to "help shape" sustainable consumption patterns.) 

What should we expect?

What is keeping governments from redirecting their financial resources towards sustainable production of the goods and services necessary to meet the sustainable consumption needs of the planet?  What are the obstacles that need to be overcome --

in general and at this CSD in particular?  What can and should NGOs expect to accomplish at CSD7 and beyond?

3.  SPAC CAUCUS '99: STRATEGIZING FOR THE LONG HAUL

How to move out of the margins?

In 1997 the SPAC Caucus prepared a basic caucus statement, of our main priorities and recommended actions.  While some of our past recommendations have been adopted (e.g., the revision of the UN Guidelines, acknowledgement of the importance of

corporate responsibility and accountability) governments have indeed made only "marginal progress" towards prioritizing sustainable production and consumption.  So, what are the obstacles?  What is blocking progress?  Where should NGOs at CSD7 focus their energies and attention?

During the past year, especially during the past six months, in discussions on the SPAC listserver and in NGO meetings and conversations in various countries, the basic elements of a SPAC Caucus strategy for 1999 gradually emerged.  Overall, we decided to focus on the 1992 commitment and 1997 reaffirmation by countries to each develop a national policy framework.

This policy framework, as Ewa Charkiewicz of CEECAP put it, "needs to be based on a holistic and multidisciplinary analysis of the system of consumption and production.  It should map out the opportunities and obstacles and clearly indicate policy goals and ways of implementing them."

Ewa and most others agree that the NGO priority at CSD7 should be on the commitment to develop national policy frameworks for SPAC.  The next question is how to get national governments to make this a priority.  While it is easy to criticize governments for what they are not doing, the challenge is to come up with a strategy that will result in steps forward. 

One decision reached in the discussions about SPAC Caucus strategy was to avoid bogging down action in a long laundry list of concerns and priorities, and instead concentrate on just two or three areas where we have a good opportunity of seeing some changes.  Thus, we decided on a two-track approach:  (1) to get more involved in the Consumer Guidelines negotiations, since this should be one of the main tools to help guide countries in developing their national policy frameworks [see next section]; and (2) to focus on three areas which national policy frameworks should address (areas also highlighted in the Guidelines). 

The three areas we chose to explore (which were the main strategic themes in the Soesterberg Conference) are:

· fiscal instruments (subsidy and tax reform)

· producer responsibility

· consumer information

Stop subsidizing unsustainable production!

The issue of subsidies (or "corporate welfare," as highlighted recently by Third World

Network) is one of the instruments highlighted by Agenda 21 promoting sustainable development.  In the chapter on decision-making, Agenda 21 states that governments should "reorient their policies, ... priorities and objectives, in order to...remove or reduce those subsidies that do not conform with sustainable development objectives" (8.32b), also to "reform or recast existing structures of economic and fiscal incentives to meet environment and development objectives" (8.32c).

Currently, billions of dollars are invested in developing countries to subsidize not

sustainable livelihoods or communities but pesticides and fertilizers.

The oil and auto companies are also major recipients of destructive fiscal policies.

In the United States, over $111 billion is offered up in tax breaks and road spending

over what drivers pay in fuel taxes and other fees.  In addressing climate change, the

US is concentrating more on schemes such as emissions trading rather than truly sustainable transportation policies.  (Note the Green Scissors program, which which targets this and other destructive subsidies in the US.)

In developing countries, $55 billion goes to fossil fuel and electricty subsidies, rather

than to sustainable energy development.  Whereas some energy subsidies for poor people

are positive subsidies and should not be cut, others are primarily benefiting the rich

and do not help the poor at all.  Clearly this situation requires closer attention.

Usually the question of sustainable development priorities is met with the question: Where is the money going to come from?  The answer quickly given is, not in more Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) but in Foreign Direct Investment (FDI); that is, not from government but from the corporations and private investors.  However, NGOs should instead be asking:  Where is the money going?  The developing countries do not

need "new and additional resources" but rather a redirection of resources ALREADY being spent -- on environmentally destructive projects and programs.

Recommendation:  A positive step is for governments to provide regular transparent reports on the subsidies they are giving -- and to report on their progress in eliminating environmentally and socially destructive subsidies.

The need for responsible producers
In addition to the emphasis given to voluntary and self-regulatory approaches by business

and industry in becoming more "responsible entrepreneurs," Agenda 21 stresses that industry "incorporate cleaner production policies in its operations and investments." (30.12)

The issue of clean production is of course controversial, with developing countries and

countries-in-transition arguing that northern and western TNCs end up with a  technologically competitive advantage.  Furthermore, with the adoption of eco-labeling schemes in the north, southern businesses are at a further disadvantage, having their exports to the north and west screened for their "sustainability" and in effect using sustainable development policy to justify northern and western protectionism.

At the bottom of these debates lies the basic need for production processes, products and

services to contribute to and not undermine the health, safety and quality of life of

consumers, workers, and communities.  This should be a legal as well as moral obligation

of all companies, and is the main point in the discussions about corporate responsibility

and accountability.

The promotion of Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) is one policy which can be adopted as part of the national policy framework.  In some companies this may be more appropriate than others.  In the North it is especially important for NGOs to highlight -- especially with clever moves by certain interests to water down the concept with deceptive terms like "Extended Product Responsibility" -- found in the final report and recommendations by the US President's Council on Sustainable Development.

EPR emphasizes the responsibility of companies regarding the negative environmental and health impacts of their products, particularly at the end of the product life cycle when it is ordinarily tossed into the post-consumer waste flow, adding to the accumulation of waste and pollution plaguing our communities and planet.  EPR requires the producer

to "take back" this product at the end of the life cycle, encouraging producers to incorporate recycling and reuse mechanisms into their production process or to invest more resources into designing a product or service that causes no harm.

The General Assembly's Programme for Further Implementation of Agenda 21 identifies producer responsibility as one of the approaches which need to be incorporated, especially by industrialized countries, in their national policy and strategies.

However, what is actually being done to follow through on this?  What kind of progress is being made?  What are the obstacles?  What do NGOs need to do to help overcome those obstacles?

Recommendation:  For countries to regularly report on their progress they are making to ensure that abuses by business do not take place, but that responsible business practices are encouraged and irresponsible businesses are held accountable for their behavior.

In particular, industrialized governments should report on their efforts to incorporate EPR into their overall economic policy frameworks.

Consumers' right and need to be informed
In economic theory, for markets to properly function, consumers are assumed to be rational and informed regarding the costs and benefits of the choices available to them.  In Agenda 21, "access by the public to relevant information" (8.4f) is considered necessary for adequate decision-making, especially in integrating environment

and development priorities. 

Last June, in Aarhus Denmark, ECE countries passed the Convention on Public Participation, in which community right to know and public involvement in decision-making were given priority standing.  UNEP, this month in its annual meeting in Nairobi, announced its own initiative to promote access to information around the world.

At the CSD we have been hearing presentations and text about the need for consumers to

increase their awareness and understanding of the issues, to enable them to be more responsible consumers and to participate more effectively in national and local decision-making processes.  Again, the question is:  What kind of progress is actually being made?  In speeches and national reports we hear a lot about "best practices" -- which can in turn be seen as "isolated exceptions."

At this CSD NGOs need to focus more specifically on the kinds of information their constituents need to indeed be more responsible consumers and citizens.  Further, NGOs representing those consumers and citizens need to present specific proposals for the kinds of information they need to receive or for governments to ensure they have access.

One controversial issue is that of product labeling for genetically engineered food.  We know that there is serious industry pressure on governments to make sure such labeling is not adopted or required.  We need to know what kind of pressure is being placed on governments to prevent access to information about or public participation in

policy decisions affecting the health and safety of products and services entering the market. 

Another controversial issue is information about pesticides on food.  Recently the US Environmental Protection Agency followed up on a ruling requiring consumer information about pesticides on food.  While industry criticized the education effort as

frightening the public, Consumers Union and other citizen organizations criticized this EPA effort as insufficient, not really educated consumers about the dangers of pesticides permitted on the food they are feeding to their children.

Rajat Chadhuri of Consumer Unity and Trust Society prepared an article on the advertising industry in India.  Clearly, global advertising represents a source of dis-information which deforms rather than informs consumer choice and awareness.  We

hope to develop more discussions on this topic, especially providing north-south perspectives, and to look at some of the efforts and strategies being taken to address this problem.

Recommendation:  For governments to report on their efforts to ensure improved access to information, including enactment of right to know laws, labeling standards and requirements, and education about sustainable production and consumption, as well as efforts to address the unsustainable impacts of advertising.

In particular, we would like to see government representatives at CSD7 agree to provide annual public consultations to report on their progress in developing and promoting sustainable production and consumption policies and programs.

4.  CONSUMER GUIDELINES NEGOTIATIONS: DOORS CLOSED 

     TO CONSUMER GROUPS
As many of you know, the new revisions on sustainable consumption that were to be added to the UN Guidelines on Consumer Protection -- something which the SPAC Caucus lobbied for in previous years -- were to be discussed at last year's CSD.  [See Carolyn Nunley's paper, "Backgrounder on the Status of the Proposed Extension of the Consumer Protection Guidelines in the Area of Sustainable Consumption."]

In particular, the object of the 1998 discussion was to be the draft document emerging from the experts meeting held in Brazil earlier that year for this purpose, a meeting involving a wide range of stakeholders.

At CSD6, however, industry representatives voiced their objections to to both the draft document as well as discussions about it.  Instead, they lobbied for putting off the discussion until the next year, which SPAC Caucus members felt to be a way of burying the discussion among all the other discussions on SPAC, with the aim of then watering down or eliminating those elements to which industry objected.

With the US delegation first raising this motion, claiming it would "allow more time" to fully examine the document and discuss the revisions, particularly in a series of meetings over the coming year.  Supposedly, NGOs were to be part of this discussion and the negotiations over the text.  Once several other countries agreed, having some of their own questions about the text and the concept of "sustainable consumption" the discussions were postponed.

It is probably not surprising that, while many NGOs met and discussed the Guidelines, and in turn pressed their governments for meetings by which they could participate in the negotiations over the text, this activity for the most part did not happen.  For the most part, in most countries -- including the USA, which postponed the CSD6 discussions in order to have a more full discussion -- public participation by consumer groups in the Guidelines negotiations did not happen.  In the meetings held at the UN, the doors were kept closed and NGOs present were asked to leave.

In the US, as in other countries, NGOs asked for meetings with the government delegations specifically to discuss their priorities and suggestions regarding the Guidelines revisions and to comment on the changes that governments were making or suggesting. 

NGOs wanted a chance to discuss what Carolyn Nunley of Consumers Union described as "a number of troubling changes that should not be overlooked."  Among some examples Carolyn points out include "reference environmental impacts of 'consumer choices and behavior' instead of the original and more general 'sustainable consumption patterns' over-emphasizes consumers' role in creating unsustainable consumption patterns.

Subtle but meaningful changes like these represent a lack of political will to tackle

the primary causes of unsustainable consumption head-on."  As Carolyn points out, "they place an undue burden on consumers and weaken the essential role that government and business must play in order to make the transition to more sustainable consumption patterns possible for everyone."

In most cases, any meetings that may have happened were either too late or side-stepped

any real chance of NGO input.  Considering this shift of responsibility away from industry and government onto consumers, it becomes fairly clear why NGOs and consumer organizations in particular were not encouraged to actively participate.

Now, as we have learned, the negotiations are all fairly well over.  A shaky agreement was reached among the government delegates who were behing those closed doors, and there is no desire to compromise this agreement with additional input from NGOs.  That NGOs had not been consulted or encouraged to provide input earlier in the process

is now moot.

Now NGOs are left with the option of either accepting the document as it is, focusing on encouraging its adoption, or to insist on opening up the negotiations, risking the possibility that the Guidelines discussion will then fade into a variety of controversies and disagreements which will not be resolved by the time the vote for adoption is

called.

This situation and the NGO strategy best suited to address it, has been debated among SPAC Caucus NGOs and Consumer groups following the process over the

months.  At this point in time, the general agreement on strategy is to raise our objections and concerns about having been left out of the process this past year, but not to demand re-opening the negotiations at this time (taking the risk that the entire revisions

are rejected).

These unorthodox measures taken by the CSD Secretariat in negotiating final consensus in the closed intergovernmental meetings "threatens to set a dangersous precedent for future CSD activity," says Carolyn.  Major groups should "urge the CSD and their national governments to provide timely notification of upcoming meeting agendas and ensure an open and transparent process." 

Recommendation: To encourage the delegations to adopt the Guidelines revisions.  As follow-up, assuming governments intend to use the Guidelines rather than put them away on a shelf and ignore them, governments should report to CSD each year on what actions they have taken to apply or implement the Guidelines.

The CSD should also provide a major groups dialogue forum in which governments can report on this progress and stakeholder groups can share their perspectives, concerns and ideas. 

More specifically, the CSD can organize major groups dialogue on production and consumption policies regarding food and forests (for CSD8 in 2000) and SPAC policies regarding energy and transportation (for CSD9 in 2001).

Furthermore, governments should provide public consultations to brief citizens and consumer groups in general on the status of consumer protection policy and programs, including what ways they have applied the Consumer Guidelines.

5.  SPAC WATCH INITIATIVE: MONITORING Government's'   PROGRESS
All these recommendations for governments to report on their progress in different areas of sustainable production and consumption policy has another point.  If NGOs are to adopt the Oslo Ministerial Roundtable's suggestion that NGOs serve as civil society watchdogs on government and industry behavior regarding production and consumption, they will need access to the information government has about its policies and activities.  Putting this information together into a single report -- ultimately targeting the 2002 Comprehensive Review -- will require some serious NGO action and coordination.  This need led to the proposal for a collaboration among NGOs in various countries around the world, with the objective to monitor and report on progress by national governments

in developing and implementing sustainable production and consumption policy.

At the Soesterberg Conference, NGOs agreed to move forward with this proposed SPAC Watch initiative.

Already, NGOs from India, Russia, Ireland, the United States, Chile, the Netherlands and other countries have committed themselves to act as civil society watch dogs to monitor efforts -- or note the lack of effort -- by their governments to follow through on their Agenda 21 commitments made at the 1992 Earth Summit.

In the coming months, NGOs will focus greater attention on the commitment made by the heads of state during the Earth Summit to develop national policy frameworks for promoting sustainable production and consumption practices.  With special attention focused on implementation of the newly revised UN Guidelines on Consumer

Protection, NGOs throughout the world will note and report on what steps their governments take beyond the political rhetoric heard at the annual Commission on Sustainable Development sessions.

Because of limited resources for many NGOs, especially in developing countries, the

requirements of participation in this initiative must have a realistic minimum.  This led to the idea to call for government consultations and reporting on their progress towards SPAC policies.  Participating NGOs would then monitor whether or not their government (1) makes any effort to hold a public consultation, provide reports or other information on national progress and policies, or encourages public participation by interested NGOs and consumer groups; (2) reporting back to SPAC Watch coordinators what efforts, reports or disclosure was made. 

Other NGO participants in the SPAC Watch initiative, having the interest and resources to do more detailed monitoring and analysis, could also provide this information to the SPAC Watch final report and yearly reports.

The SPAC Watch initiative would then provide a central vehicle for sharing and analyzing information about national progress towards policy frameworks

and activities in promoting SPAC.  Information will be posted to a SPAC Watch web page, with additional reports, papers and presentations available throughout the year.

Next year, SPAC Watch will focus special attention on national SPAC policies related to food and forests (e.g., subsidy and tax reform, producer responsibility, consumer information, among others).  Another topic discussed at CSD8 and relevant to

the larger discussion of national SPAC policy frameworks is on investment and trade.  How do governments reconcile investment and trade policy priorities with sustainable production and consumption policy?  An NGO roundtable, perhaps with invited government representatives, can be organized each year to present results.  Further,

if CSD agrees to host a major groups dialogue on the subject, with papers prepared in advance of the dialogue, the results and recommendations made at the roundtable can be further explored in depth among the key parties.

In 2001, SPAC Watch can turn to SPAC policy regarding energy and transportation.  Here fossil fuel and road subsidies will come into focus, as well as producer responsibility regarding automobile manufacturing, marketing and trade.  

NGOs interested in participating as national focal points in the SPAC Watch initiative should join in the discussions at the Intersessional, CSD7, or contact Jeffrey Barber, email: jbarber@econet.org, tel: 1-202-872-5339, fax: 1-202-331-8166.

6.  NORTH-SOUTH DIALOGUE ON SPAC
Each year, the important questions and concerns regarding north-south issues about sustainable production and consumption continue to be raised, although not necessarily in a systematic way.  In order to better address these questions, Manus van Brakel of Vereniging Milieudefensie in the Netherlands, with the coordinators for Sustainable Brazil and Sustainable Chile will organize an NGO event at CSD7 to discuss north-south perspectives and initiatives on SPAC.  Plans so far include "a presentation of experiences of initiatives from Brazil, Chile, Ghana and possibly also the Third World Network,

including a Southern response to changes in the North."

For more information on this event, contact Manus at  Manus.van.Brakel@milieudefensie.nl
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