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CONTEXT





Economic integration and globalization are powerful forces that are shaping the political, social and economic evolution of the Americas. Building on the extensive foundation of bilateral and regional trade liberalizing agreements, the 34 democracies of the Americas, through the Summit of the Americas process,  have committed themselves to the pursuit of prosperity through open markets, economic integration, and sustainable development.  This overarching  hemispheric integration project,  powered by the promise of trade-driven economic growth, has the ambitious goals of raising standards of living, improving the working conditions of people in the Americas and better protecting the environment. 





For some countries, the impacts of economic integration are significant, fast-moving and dramatic; for others the impacts are less intense.  No country, however, is left untouched by the phenomenon of greater economic convergence with hemispheric partners - be they big or small. Increased economic activity, population growth and demographic change are placing additional stress on ecosystems and the stock of natural capital.  





While the Americas are rich in natural and ecological resources there are significant and growing problems of resource depletion and environmental degradation. In the developed North,  while environmental policies have had a positive effect, per capita energy, resource use and consumption are at unsustainably high levels leading to acute problems for the environment and human health.  In the developing South, where fighting poverty is an important priority of economic development efforts, economic policies, combined with population pressures and poverty, have resulted in environmental costs.   mMost economies rely on export-oriented resource-based growth strategies with high environmental costs. Of particular concern is the depletion of forest resources and the related threat to biodiversity due to habitat loss. These challengesproblems, combined with a high vulnerability to natural disasters (with major associated economic costs), have made coherent long term environmental planning and management highly problematic.





The orientation of Environment Ministries is often largely focused on relations with environmental laggards - those companies who strive only to meet minimum environmental standards and view the environment as a cost of business.  One serious consequence of this orientation is that environment policies and instruments have been skewed towards achieving environmental protection over environmental innovation.

















The most common environment policies are overwhelmingly focused on two sets of tools:  hard regulatory approaches which require constant enforcement, and; soft environmental education/information programs.   Both activities are delivering diminishing returns:  regulatory approaches elicit only compliance with environmental standards, and;  environmental and education programs promote behavioural change but are often overwhelmed by economic signals which pull in contradictory directions and are often not reinforced by information and incentives from governments. 





OBJECTIVES AND FOCUS OF DISCUSSION





The objectives of the discussion are to highlight the challenges and opportunities that confront Environment Ministers in a changing hemisphere, to share views and perspectives on the changing environment and emerging trends, and to explore innovative initiatives, tools and strategies to respond to these challenges and opportunities.





For example, Ministers may wish to discuss how improved knowledge, appropriate incentives and better partnerships can help confront the challenges of environmental management.





Knowledge





We live in the information era and know the power of knowledge.  A steady stream of timely, relevant and actionable environmental information is the critical foundation for science and policy development by Environment Ministries and for deepening policy integration within governments.  It is essential to building and maintaining support for environmental action and to enabling integrated decision-making at all levels of society.  A system of national environmental or sustainable development indicators, supported by a national reporting system, is essential to measure progress and for accountability. 





With the deepening of democracy As we work to improve the quality of our democracies, we recognize a place for civil society in making public policy more accountable and increasing participation in decision-making. comes a demand from civil society for more accountability in public policy and greater participation in decision-making. This is particularly evident with respect to the demands for more effective integration of environmental quality concerns into public sector development policies and better overall alignment of economic, social and environmental agendas. Networks of environmental and social groups, linked by information technologies, are increasingly effective in influencing government decisions, corporate activities and shaping the public agenda.





Environmental information is, however, expensive to get, complex to manage, often difficult to understand, and costly to disseminate.  There is a tremendous need for greater investment in scientific research and in environmental monitoring of air and water quality and ecosystem health.  Greater hemispheric cooperation, exchange of ideas and sharing of best practices would facilitate more rapid progress in the development of environmental knowledge.  Only when Environment Ministries are able to bring the same quality and quantity of environmental information to bear on decision-making as is now routinely found in economic policy, will more effective policy integration for sustainable development be achieved.
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Incentives





The environmental performance of the private sector has a critical role to play. The growth in private capital flows and foreign direct investment in the developing economies of the Americas represents a critical opportunity for environmental innovation. A number of leading companies are accepting their corporate social and environmental responsibilities and going beyond regulations to embrace the development and application of cleaner technologies, adopting  “zero waste” targets, “triple bottom line” reporting systems and ISO 14,001 environmental management systems. The broad adoption of such practices will be important in achieving sustainable patterns of economic activity. 





Governments have a critical role to play in establishing the framework conditions for environmental innovation by the private sector. They can do this by removing environmentally perverse subsidies which encourage the overuse of natural resources in the water, transport, energy and agricultural sectors, by properly pricing environmental costs and creating markets such as tradable permits to efficiently control allowed emission or pollution levels, and by beginning to “green” their tax systems to create disincentives for pollution and waste and incentives for protection and enhancement of natural capital.  They can also foster a business climate that encourages the use of well designed voluntary initiatives as part of an optimum policy mix, including a sound regulatory framework and the use of economic instruments.





Although these examples do not add up to a green industrial revolution, the potential for a fundamental shift is present.  Governments can be most effective in encouraging good environmental practices by using all the tools available:  regulations, economic instruments and voluntary approaches.





Partnerships





There are real limits to what governments can accomplish alone.  Partnerships and building shared agendas with industry, environmental groups, landowners, communities and indigeneous  peoples are a key strategy for broadening the field for environmental innovation.  





Two emerging focal points for organizing partnerships are with the private sector and at the community level.  The potential of working collaboratively with the private sector is very high.  There is now a decade of experience with voluntary initiatives and the proliferation of corporate codes of conduct suggest that in every sector there are companies who want to improve environmental performance. 





Communities are increasingly recognized as an optimal level for the practical application of sustainable development. The growth in the population of cities throughout the Hemisphere means that urban areas will be on the front line of environmental management. Communities are actively approaching national governments for assistance to environmental problems for the design of infrastructure (water quality, transportation and buildings), the clean-up and restoration of brown sites and the establishment of local environmental information systems.   Building sustainable communities requires technical and social innovation.  

















Creating more effective hemispheric networks can help create a marketplace of ideas and best practices that can inspire creativity and strengthen cultural and social ties and awareness of our common environmental future.





Questions for Ministers’ Consideration





What are the changes, trends and pressures that we see in our individual countries as a result of increasing economic integration?  Are there particular areas or sectors where pressures are especially acute?





Do we have the appropriate frameworks, processes, laws, procedures and technical/ scientific resources in place to manage the environmental pressures associated with increasing economic integration?





Is there a need for a hemispheric environmental management partnership to safeguard our common environmental future? If so, how do we build on and add value to the strengths of existing regional institutions?





What are the obstacles to advancing environmental innovation?  How can they be overcome?
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