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THE BIRTH OF UNEP
THE UNITED NATIONS CONFERENCE
ON THE HUMAN ENVIRONMENT

Stockholm, June 1972

or many of those who were lucky enough to be there, the first

United Nations Conference on the Human Environment,

held in Stockholm, Sweden, from 5-16 June 1972 was truly

memorable. Stockholm in high summer is a magical place,
one of the most beautiful cities in the world. It was a wonderfully
appropriate setting for what would turn out to be a transforming
event not just for the United Nations and its system of agencies, but
for the world as a whole.

On the Saturday before its opening, Maurice Strong, the Conference’s
Secretary-General, led a bicycle parade along the canals and waterways
of Stockholm'’s historic centre. The bicycles themselves had been
provided by the Swedish hosts. Some 200 altogether, they were fitted
with two gears and painted white and blue.

In his book Where on Earth are We Going?* Strong recalls that a young
man with long hair broke through the crowd and pushed an old, beat-
up bicycle at him, yelling loudly: “If you really believe in what you are
saying, you should get off your new bicycle and take this old recycled
one! You don't believe in recycling!”

Strong turned and shouted back: “Young man. Not only do I believe
in recycling. I am personally made entirely of recycled materials!” This
Delphic remark was apparently sufficient to give his challenger pause
and the bicycle parade continued on its way.

The bicycles weren’t just a public relations gimmick. The Conference
organizers hoped the delegates would use them to move between the
different venues of the meeting. Given that there were many more
potential customers than there were bicycles, delegates were expected
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to leave their vehicle for the next user once their journey was completed.
At one of the early sessions of the Conference, the President of the
Conference, Sweden’s Agriculture Minister, Ingemund Bengtsson, had
to appeal to delegates not to retain the bicycles for their own exclusive
use by taking them back to their own hotel rooms! The warning was
a salutary one. Delegates could be seen shame-facedly wheeling the
bicycles out of their hotel lobbies the next morning. Forty years on,
bicycle-sharing schemes — for example in Paris and London — are
at the cutting-edge of initiatives designed to address the problems of
urban transportation, not to speak of global warming!

The opening ceremony of the Conference took place on the following
Monday, June 5, 1972, in the Royal Opera House. From the back of the
stage the blue sexless homunculus that was to serve as the official
emblem of the Conference — and later of UNEP itself — dominated
the theatre. The orchestra was in the pit. Delegates, guests, press and
observers packed the floor and the balconies. The heat, made worse
by the TV lights that were intended to bring the events of the next few
minutes to an expectant world, rose stiflingly.?

The only empty seats were those diplomatically left vacant in case
of a last-minute appearance by the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact
countries. (The Soviet bloc was boycotting the Conference because the
German Democratic Republic had not been invited). Much attention
was focussed on the Chinese delegation, since this was the first major
international conference the People’s Republic of China had attended
since the PRC had taken over the Chinese seat in the United Nations.

Minutes after 11 a.m. the King of Sweden, Gustaf VI Adolf, and the
Crown Prince (Carl Gustaf, now King Carl XVI Gustaf) entered their box.
The orchestra struck up with a note of determined optimism. It was not
too late to seek a newer world.

The Secretary-General of the United Nations, Kurt Waldheim,
opened the proceedings. “No crisis ever before”, he told the audience,
“has underlined to such an extent the interdependence of nations.
The environment forces us to make the greatest leap ever into world-
wide solidarity.

“One issue after another — development, population, the seas and
oceans, outer-space, even the monetary issue — reveal to us in close
succession the interdependence on our planet... but none of them has
had greater effects than the crisis of the environment.”

Olaf Palme, Prime Minister of Sweden, then gave an address of
welcome. If some of the journalists present hoped he would openly
criticize the United States for its continued military actions in Vietnam
(Palme had made such interventions in the past) they must have been
disappointed. The Prime Minister stuck to his script.

Then it was time for the highlight of the proceedings. Ms. Birgit
Nilsson, the celebrated Swedish dramatic soprano, delighted her
audience with songs by Sibelius, Grieg and Ture Rangstrom. Her last
superb offering was the peace aria from Verdi’s La Forza del Destino.

The force of destiny! Given the setting, given the singer, given the
occasion, many of those present found themselves profoundly stirred.

Strong’s bicycle ride that morning around Stockholm’s city centre
had been brief: just 15 minutes. His journey to Stockholm had been an
altogether much longer affair.

Strong was born in 0ak Lake, a small town in rural Manitoba, in April
1929, just before the Great Depression. “The Depression” he has written
“was one of the great shaping forces of my life, a calamity visited not
just on my family but on my community and my country and on many
millions of people around the globe.”

He left school at the age of 14 and, with a doctored birth-certificate
enlisted in the merchant marine, signing on with a ship under contract to
the US Army to transport troops to Alaska. “I loved the life and took every
chance I could to marvel at the marine life, at the mountains and the rugged
forested islands as we made our way up the Inside Passage to Alaska.”?

He got to know the Inuit people. “The Inuit took me into their tents
and igloos. I was the only white person there, and though I didn’t
understand all I heard, I knew enough to get the sense of it.”
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In spite of, or perhaps because of, his Arctic isolation, Strong
developed a passion for international affairs. “All the time my obsession
with the United Nations remained undiminished. I devoured every bit
of news about it.”

Strong’s ‘obsession’ with the United Nations was partially gratified
when, still sporting his doctored birth-certificate, he obtained a job in
the UN pass office, as a junior clerk issuing building passes. It is one of
the amusing quirks of his story that the man who has held the rank of
UN Under-Secretary-General half-a-dozen times over a more than 60-
year career started life literally on the ground floor of the UN building at
its East River site in New York.

Strong had a successful innings as a business man, before being picked
by Canada’s Prime Minister Lester Pearson to run the Canada’s External
Aid Office (its name was soon changed to the Canadian International
Development Agency — CIDA).

His work as head of CIDA broadened Strong’s international contacts.
Though the Canadian aid programme had at the beginning concentrated
on Canada’s contributions to the United Nations and its system of
agencies, after 1968, with the establishment of CIDA, its overwhelming
mandate was to help developing countries.

The organisation of the Stockholm Conference got off to a slow start
and needed an injection of energy. Strong has described how he felt
when he was invited by UN Secretary-General U. Thant to become its
secretary-general. “Colleagues in Ottawa warned me against accepting.
In their view the preparations were a mess and the conference was
already beyond redemption.

“There was no way it could succeed. If this was intended to warn me
off, it had the opposite effect. I regarded their pessimism as a challenge,
and their warnings simply gave me another incentive to take the job and
try to turn it around. Not that I really needed the incentive; this was an
offer I was incapable of resisting. After all, it was a unique intersection
of my three major interests — development, the environment and the
United Nations.”

If Strong’s journey to Stockholm that summer of 1972 had been a
long and remarkable one from a personal point of view, it was no less
so in political terms. The idea of a United Nations Conference on the
Human Environment had been first proposed officially by Sweden'’s
Ambassador to the United Nations, Sverker Astrom, in the spring of
1968. In December 1968, when the General Assembly was debating the
proposal, Ambassador Astrom explained:

“Man depends for his survival on an infinitely complex system of
relationship and balance between innumerable living organisms, all
existing in or on the extremely thin crust of earth or just above it ...
It seems, therefore, that a broad consideration of the environmental
problems and of possible approaches to their solution is of equal
interest to all peoples on earth. The United Nations provides a unique
forum for such consideration. There are many issues on which members
of the United Nations are divided. On the issue now before the General
Assembly we are hopefully all united.”

Lars-Goran Engfeldt was a desk officer at the Swedish UN mission
in 1968 and was responsible for the first General Assembly Resolution
on the new environmental item that Sweden had proposed. In his
comprehensive study, “From Stockholm to Johannesburg and beyond”,
published in 2009 by the Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs, he
indicates that Ambassador Astrom based his work on five principal
considerations he had identified.*

B Timing: the time was clearly ripe for a serious substantive
discussion at the global level about environmental problems and
Sweden, and Astrom himself, could play a potentially important
role in the prevailing situation in the UN.

B Topic: the environment could be a constructive issue for the UN to
focus on in the tense atmosphere of the Cold War.

B Awareness: the striking lack of awareness among politicians and
administrators about the global significance of the environmental
situation was a key problem.
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B Institutional limitations: the post-World War Il international
system, strongly anchored in the overriding principle of national
sovereignty, had not been equipped to respond to the demands of
the rapidly changing world and would, in all probability, not change
in the foreseeable future. If anything were to be accomplished in
the international field, it had to be done within the existing context.

B UN structure: within the fragmented structure of the UN system,
specialized agencies represented what he described as “carefully
defined functional areas in a way that corresponds approximately
to the administrative divisions within most member nations.
Without strong new initiatives from their respective principals
they cannot be expected to achieve the effective interdisciplinary
coordination of environmental endeavours that is now needed and
the governments themselves have a long way to go before they
accomplish such coordination within their own administrations”.

Against this background, the following conclusions were reached, as
to the need, goals and organization of the Conference:

¢ Global scope: The global character of the environmental
problems as well as the need for increasing public interest in the
issue made it natural to consider convening a UN conference;

¢ Broad involvement: The strong need to increase awareness
about the full economic, social and political effects of these
problems required bringing together actors from different
sectors and disciplines. Through greater insight, it would be
easier to gain acceptance for the necessary measures at national
and international level;

e Action orientation: The Conference needed to focus on
certain concrete problem areas in order to gain an overview
of those problems that could only, or best, be solved through
international cooperation. It would also be useful to define
an international division of work for taking the appropriate
regulatory measures. An action-oriented perspective was thus
clearly present from the beginning;

e Inter-agency coordination: The need for inter-agency
coordination was crucial. The only way to mobilize enough
political support and strength for this to happen was to ensure
that a comprehensive discussion could take place at the central
UN level. A negative approach towards the specialized agencies
would have been counterproductive. Instead, it needed to be
made clear that the activities of the agencies would continue
as before and the best possible cooperation would be sought

with them;

e Cause-effect focus: The Conference needed to focus both on
the deleterious impact of man’s activities on nature and on the
effects on man himself. In the first category, pollution of various
kinds and chemical contamination were to be highlighted while
the second looked at issues such as negative consequences of
rapid urbanization;

¢ Current institutions: No new international institutions were to
be proposed. At the time, this was the internal consensus view.
The absence of a proposal in this area was later used to deflect
fears of specialized agencies about the ramifications of the
Swedish initiative.

Apart from the institutional constraint represented by the sectoral
structure of the UN system and the perceived self-interest of the specialized
agencies, Astrom foresaw resistance from certain international financial
interests and from the developing countries. He anticipated that the
former might feel that environmental regulation would obstruct free
economic development and the latter could suspect that Sweden’s and
other industrialized countries’ interests in the environment was a way to
divert attention from the problems of the developing countries. From his
platform in the UN, he believed he could focus particularly on the second
issue, by raising awareness and understanding that environmental
problems required universal solutions.

The Swedish proposal to hold the first world conference at
government level on the subject of the environment did not, of course,
come from nowhere.
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On the contrary, as a highly-respected Swedish diplomat and a
personal friend of the then Swedish Prime Minister, Tage Erlander,
(succeeded by Palme in 1969), Astrom secured the full support of the
Swedish government. The tide was in any case running in his favour.
Back home in Sweden, there was rising concern over pollution. Since
the early 1960s large-scale fish death was reported in Swedish lakes
and rivers. The Swedish Environmental Protection Agency was created
in July 1967, the first in the world. In 1968, Svante Odén, a Swedish
soil scientist and chemist, claimed that sulphur emissions from the
United Kingdom and Central Europe were contributing to the acidity of
Scandinavia’s lakes and streams. Because of this acidification, fish and
other organisms died and the health and productivity of forests’ soils
and trees was also being damaged.

Even if the direct link between the long-range transport of air-
pollutants and damage to the environment had not been fully established
by the time of Astrom’s speech,’ it is clear that Sweden’s sponsorship of
the Stockholm Conference was at least in part motivated by enlightened
self-interest. In other advanced industrialized countries there was,
throughout the decade of the 1960s, a rising crescendo of interest in
environmental issues.

In 1962, Rachel Carson, an American writer, scientist and ecologist,
had published Silent Spring with tremendous impact. The content of the
book was even more striking than the title, as its author documented
the damage to health and the environment that could be caused by the
irresponsible use of certain pesticides. In 1967, the world’s first super
tanker wreck, Torrey Canyon, fouled the shores of South West England
and killed thousands of sea-birds. In 1968, Paul Ehrlich argued that the
surging world human population was on a collision course with its life-
support system. Later in the decade some notable disasters added to the
level of public anxiety in the United States.

In 1969, for example, industrial debris and oil in the Cuyahoga River
in Ohio caught fire, sparking widespread alarm; and there was a massive
oil-spill in Santa Barbara, California. Jacques Cousteau’s TV films
about threats to marine life from ocean pollution stirred widespread

concern far beyond the borders of his native France. In Japan, the
Chisso Corporation was at last forced into court, as the consequences
of its long-term mercury contamination of the waters in Minimata Bay
became apparent.

At the beginning of the 1960s, President Kennedy had pledged that
the United States would land a man on the moon before the decade was
out. As the United States Apollo programme progressed, photographs
of the Earth as seen from outer space appeared in the press and on
television. Those first images of Spaceship Earth, a small fragile planet,
hurtling to possible destruction, symbolized as nothing else could the
growing sense that there was ‘Only One Earth’ and we were busy making
a frightful mess of it. New, vigorous non-governmental organizations like
Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth appeared and began to campaign.

On 1 January 1970, President Nixon signed into law the National
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), creating the President’s Council
on Environmental Quality. A few days later, the US Environmental
Protection Agency was established by Executive Order. On April 22
that year, the first “Earth Day”, 20 million Americans took to the streets,
parks, and auditoriums to demonstrate for a healthy, sustainable
environment in massive coast-to-coast rallies. Thousands of colleges
and universities organized protests against the deterioration of the
environment. Groups that had been fighting against oil spills, polluting
factories and power plants, raw sewage, toxic dumps, pesticides,
freeways, the loss of wilderness, and the extinction of wildlife suddenly
realized they shared common values.

The Club of Rome’s Report: The Limits to Growth, published in 1972
and based on the work of an international team of researchers at
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology had a world-wide impact,
equivalentto Rachel Carson’s earlier work, even if some of the assumptions
and projections were later contested.®

The history of the environmental movement can actually be traced
back not just to the late 1960s and early 1970s but for decades, even
centuries, before that. In the early 14" Century, a man was executed for
burning coal in London and making excessive smoke.
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The first laws on water quality in Britain were passed in 1388. In
1534, under Henry VIII, an Act was passed by Parliament ‘to avoid
destruction of wild-fowl".

The country’s first modern antipollution law, the Alkali Works Act
of 1863, was the basis of one of the most important measures in use
today. More recently in the United Kingdom there had been a whole
raft of environmental measures. The Town and Country Planning
Act of 1947, which introduced a great volume of new legislative and
administrative machinery, was probably the single most important piece
of environmental legislation the country had ever seen. The passage of
the Clean Air Acts of 1956 and 1962 was spurred by the great London
smog of 1952-53, when some 3,000 to 4,000 deaths were attributed to
air pollution.

In other advanced industrial countries, a similar story of rising
concern with environmental issues could be told. In the United States,
for example, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt deployed the best
efforts of the Departments of Agriculture and the Interior to fight
against the wasteful use of resources and mitigate the effects of the Dust
Bowl. Delving still deeper into the past, President Theodore Roosevelt,
though he despatched an enormous quantity of ‘big game’ on his African
safaris, is generally considered to be a great conservationist. Amongst
other things, he signed into law five National Parks.

What was true of Great Britain and the United States was true of most
of the other rich nations, the so called ‘OECD’’ group of countries. One
way or another, most of them had to deal with environmental problems,
especially pollution, long before the wave of environmental concern
reached a peak in the late 60s and early 70s.

The United Nations General Assembly approved the Swedish
proposal for a world environment conference in the course of its 1968
session. It was convinced there was a “need for intensified action at the
national, regional and international level in order to limit and, where
possible, eliminate the impairment of the human environment and in
order to protect and improve the natural surroundings in the interest
of man.” It expressed a desire to encourage further work in this field

and to give it a “common outlook and direction.” Most importantly, the
General Assembly believed that it was “desirable to provide a framework
for comprehensive consideration within the United Nations of the
problems of the human environment in order to focus the attention of
Governments and public opinion on the importance and urgency of this
question and also to identify those aspects of it that can only or best be
solved through international cooperation and agreement.”?

The challenge Strong faced when he was appointed Secretary-
General of the Conference in early 1970 was not so much how to bring
the advanced industrialised countries on board. Somehow he had
to persuade the developing countries not only to participate in the
preparations for the conference, but to do so in a constructive spirit.
In other words they had to believe that environmental issues were of
concern not only to the rich polluting world, but also to the nations of
the developing world. It was going to be a hard sell, because it soon
became clear that in many parts of the developing world, the idea
of this first world conference on the environment was viewed with
suspicion if not hostility.

Their problem was too few factories, not too many. They were
deeply worried that rich countries were going to use the environment
as an excuse for cutting back on development aid, or for diverting that
assistance into new non-priority environmental channels. They also
feared that the rich countries would use the environment as an excuse
for erecting new forms of non-tariff barriers against their products.

In the run-up to Stockholm, Strong spent months and months trying
to persuade developing countries that environment was their “thing”. In
May 1971, with not much more than a year to go before the conference,
he told a meeting in Rensslaerville, New York:

“In my recent travels in the developing countries I have found that
while the word 'environment’ has not yet acquired the magic it has in
the more industrialized countries, the issues it embraces are of real
and growing concern to them: polluted water supplies, degradation of
agricultural lands, depletion of wildlife and fisheries, and, perhaps most
urgent, the problems of cities which are growing at rates unprecedented
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in human history. Some of these cities face the prospect of water
contamination and health hazards which will make them unfit for
human habitation in the next decade or so.

“Indeed the ‘eco-catastrophes’ of which we hear so much are much
more likely to occur in the developing world than in the wealthier
countries which have the resources to deal with these problems.”

Oneimportant breakthrough cameinJuly 1971.Inthelong conference
room of a motel in the village of Founex, up from Lake Geneva, a two-
week meeting of experts was held to consider the development/
environment relationship and to produce a viable synthesis.°

The meeting was chaired by Sri Lanka’s Gamani Corea (who a few
years later would become the Secretary-General of the United Nations
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD)), with Mahbub ul
Hagq, the World Bank’s director of policy planning as rapporteur.

Strong has described the Founex meeting as ‘the most important
single event in the run-up to Stockholm’. He has paid special tribute
to Corea and ul Haq for bringing all the strands together in the report
of the meeting. “I regard this report as a milestone in the history of the
environmental movement, an absolutely seminal document”.!!

The Founex report argued that while the degradation of the
environment in industrialized countries derived from production and
consumption patterns, the environmental problems in the rest of the
world were largely a result of underdevelopment and poverty. It called
for the integration of development and environmental strategies and
urged the rich nations in their own interests to provide more money
and help to enable the poorer nations to achieve the goal. “If the
concern for the human environment reinforces the commitment to
development, it must also reinforce the commitment to international
aid,” the report said.

The report served as the basis for four regional seminars which
would take place later in the year in Asia, Africa, Latin America and
the Middle East. The book ‘Only One Earth’, co-authored by Barbara

Ward (also present at the Founex meeting) and René Dubos which
Strong commissioned as a ‘conceptual framework for participants’
in the Conference, also helped to mould the climate of opinion.'? All
these efforts paid off. Altogether 113 states attended the Conference,
the vast majority being from the developing countries. In the event, the
Soviet Bloc never did appear officially in Stockholm, though during the
conference Strong met almost every day with the Soviet ambassador to
Stockholm to brief him on the proceedings.

Once the opening ceremony of the first United Nations Conference on
the Human Environment was concluded, the main action shifted from
the Royal Opera House to the People’s Hall, the conference building
of the Swedish Trade Unions. Strong, who had not yet had a chance to
address the Conference as Secretary-General, now did so.

“We have made a global decision of immeasurable importance to
which this meeting testifies: we have determined that we must control
and harness the forces, which we have ourselves created. We know that
if these forces can be effectively controlled they will provide everything
that life on this planet desires and requires; but if they are permitted to
dominate us, they will have an insatiable and unforgiving appetite.

“Our purpose here is to reconcile man’s legitimate, immediate
ambitions with the rights of others, with respect for all life supporting
systems, and with the rights of generations yet unborn. Our purpose
is the enrichment of mankind in every sense of that phrase. We wish to
advance — not recklessly, ignorantly, selfishly and perilously, as we have
done in the past — but with greater understanding, wisdom and vision.
We are anxious and rightly so, to eliminate poverty, hunger, disease, racial
prejudice and the glaring economic inequalities between human beings.”

The Conference then proceeded to adopt its agenda which provided
not only for the adoption of a Declaration on the Human Environment,
but also for substantive debate and associated recommendations for
action in six areas:

B planning and management of human settlements for
environmental quality;
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environmental aspects of natural resources management;

B identification and control of pollutants of broad international
significance;

B educational, informational, social and cultural aspects of
environmental issues;
development and environment;
international organizational implications of action proposals.

A huge amount of work had gone into the preparations for the
conference. A Preparatory Committee consisting of 27 member states
of the United Nations had prepared the draft Declaration as well as
an Action Plan consisting of more than 100 recommendations. Three
Intergovernmental Working Groups had prepared detailed proposals
for the monitoring of the world environment, for a data-base on
potentially toxic chemicals and for the protection of the seas from the
dumping of wastes.

The Declaration and the associated Principles were largely addressed
to the States rather than international bodies.

For example, Principle 7 says: “States shall take all possible steps
to avoid pollution of the seas by substances that are liable to create
hazards to human health, to harm living resources and marine life, to
damage amenities or to interfere with other legitimate uses of the sea.”

Principle 17 says: “Appropriate national institutions must
be entrusted with the task of planning, managing or controlling
the environmental resources of States with a view to enhancing

environmental quality.”

Principle 21, famously, says: “States have, in accordance with the
Charter of the United Nations and the principles of international law,
the sovereign right to exploit their own resources pursuant to their
own environmental policies, and the responsibility to ensure that
activities within their jurisdiction or control do not cause damage to the
environment of other States or of areas beyond the limits of national
jurisdiction.”

By way of contrast to the Declaration and its associated Principles,
the Recommendations for Action which constitute the Stockholm
Action Plan are largely aimed at international bodies, particularly those
belonging to the United Nations and its system of agencies, including
the World Bank."

It is important to point out that, at the beginning of the 1970s, the
environment was by no means a ‘tabula rasa’ as far as the UN and its
system of agencies was concerned.

The United Nations itself, of course, had given increasing attention
to global issues in housing, building and environmental planning since
1946 through its Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA).
Its Centre for Housing, Building and Planning collected evaluated and
disseminated information on problems and trendsin human settlements.
It had been involved in the transport sector since the establishment
in 1946 of the Transport and Communications Commission, whose
functions had in 1959 been decentralized to the regional economic
commissions and specialized agencies. The Population Commission
and Population Division had enabled the UN to play a leading role in
the study of demographic issues and that capability had been further
strengthened through the setting up in 1969 of the United Nations
Population Fund (UNFPA).

The United Nations played a central role in the promotion of actions
to advance the status of women, establishing in 1946 the 15-member
Commission on the Status of Women. In 1949, the Social Commission
of the Economic and Social Council stressed the need to promote and
finance social as well as economic development. In 1969, the General
Assembly adopted the Declaration on Social Progress and Development
as a common basis for national and international policies.

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) had been
established in 1965 when the General Assembly decided to merge two
United Nations Organizations — the Expanded Programme of Technical
Assistance, set up in 1949, and the Special Fund, which had been set
up in 1958 to provide pre-investment assistance to large development
projects. By the time of the Stockholm Conference UNDP was playing
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an important role in helping fund the work of the Specialized Agencies
including their environment-related programmes and projects.

The United Nations Specialized Agencies were in fact, at the time of
the Stockholm Conference, some of the key players in the environmental
field.'* UNESCO, for example, had been active since 1948. In that year,
in partnership with the Government of France and the Swiss League
for the Protection of Nature, it had convened the conference which
created [UPN, International Union for Protection of Nature, later IUCN.
In 1949 it convened the United Nations Scientific Conference on the
Conservation and Utilization of Natural Resources, held at the temporary
UN Headquarters at Lake Success. A second Lake Success conference on
the Protection of Nature followed in the same year, convened jointly by
UNESCO and IUPN.

In 1968 a UNESCO Conference on the Rational Use and Conservation
of the Resources of the Biosphere (generally known as ‘the Biosphere
Conference’) reviewed the achievements of the ICSU-led International
Biological Programme and proposed a continuing Man and Biosphere
programme (MAB), launched in 1970.> The World Meteorological
Organization (WMO) was involved in weather and climate analysis,
including the interpretation of meteorological effects on man’s
activities, such as transport, agriculture, industry, living conditions.
The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) had a
Committee on Pesticides in Agriculture and had held in December
1970 a technical conference on marine pollution and its effects on
living resources and fishing.

The International Maritime Consultative Organization (then known
as IMCO, now known as IMO) was involved in negotiating international
agreements on measures to prevent pollution by ships and other
equipment operating in the marine environment. The International
Labour Office (ILO) aimed to study and control pollution in the working
environment. The World Health Organization (WHO) studied the health
and welfare aspects of air and water pollution. The International Atomic
Energy Agency (IAEA) played a central role in the control of radioactive
contamination of the environment.

The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development
(UNCTAD) had been established in 1964 to analyse the practices and
effects of international trade. In 1967 the United Nations Industrial
Development Organisation was established to promote and accelerate
the industrialisation of developing countries and to coordinate the
industrial development activities of the United Nations system.!®

The World Bank, itself a Specialized Agency of the United Nations,
though with a rather special statute and status, was increasingly active
in the field of environment. As Robert McNamara, the World Bank
Group’s President, would later point out in his speech to the Stockholm
conference: “Our experience is that environmental protection can be
built into development projects as competently and successfully as any
other requisite element.” The Bank, Mr. McNamara said, didn’t limit its
operations simply to the environment side of development projects. “It
finances many projects that are specifically directed at environmental
goals — urban water supply and sewerage treatment, for example, as
well as soil erosion control, and water resources management.”!’

Bodies within the UN system were also active at the regional level.
The Economic Commission for Europe (ECE) studied air pollution,
control, and drew up standards for motor-vehicle construction.

An examination of the 109 Recommendations in the Action Plan
adopted at Stockholm reveals that the overwhelming majority are
directed at the organisations mentioned above.

Bodies outside the UN system also played their partand were the target
of specific recommendations in the Stockholm Action Plan. OECD was
active in numerous fields, including water and air pollution, chemicals
and waste management and had created an Environment Committee
in 1970. The International Council of Scientific Unions (ICSU) had, in
1959, begun to plan an International Biological programme which, in
its operational phases between 1964 and 1974, studied the biological
basis of productivity and human welfare.

In 1969, ICSU established a Special Committee on Problems of the
Environment (SCOPE) with a view to identifying and indicating the
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research effort necessary for solving environmental problems of an
international nature. The International Union for the Conservation
of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN), was concerned with the
conservation of rare and endangered species and natural habitats
and had been charged by the UN General Assembly in 1962 with the
preparation of a World List of National Parks. The North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) had set up a Committee on the Challenges of
Modern Society (CCMS) and had commissioned pilot projects on the
physical and social environment with a view to stimulating national
or international action in the appropriate body. The Council of Europe
was heavily involved in the preparation of draft conventions on water
pollution and the conservation of natural resources and had launched
a substantial programme of work following the European Conservation
Conference held in Strasbourg in February 1970.

The key question was: how to mobilize all these resources in a

coherent and effective way?

In his opening speech to the Conference, Strong had set out his own
view of some of the priorities for action:

“The proposed Action Plan is designed to further the principles
of the Declaration. It consists of two main components: a series of
specific recommendations for action at the international level and a
framework into which all recommendations can be fitted into their
functional categories. The three principal categories are:

e the global environmental assessment or earth watch programme;

e activities which together comprise an environmental management
programme;

e supportive measures for it.

“The Action Plan cannot, of course be a comprehensive approach
to all problems of the human environment. It does offer, however,
a blueprint for a continuing environmental work programme in
the international community and a first indication of priorities.”

Strong went on to say:

“The overall global goal of the United Nations environmental
programme must be to arrest the deterioration and begin the
enhancement of the human environment. Subsidiary global goals,
such as the provision of decent water supplies for all inhabitants of the
earth, will help us to realize that overall objective. The sooner we can
assign target dates the better it will be. This, of course, will involve the
elaboration of national and international priorities.

"For the time being, we do not yet have a clear and agreed set of
criteria for identifying priorities; this itself might well be a priority
concern for the next dimension of our work. But to stimulate thought I
am prepared to suggest on my own initiative three top priority areas for
environmental action. Each is so important that it is not necessary to
rank them in any particular order.

“Clean Water Supply: Water is the key to life. But the water
available to most of the world’s people brings with it death and
distress, both from the ancient plagues of water-borne disease and
from the poisonous new residues of progress which are accumulating
in mounting quantities in water throughout the world. Almost every
single national report submitted to the conference secretariat placed

high priority on clean water.

"An adequate response to this problem would involve a massive
mobilization of resources to provide water supply and purification
systems, sewage and waste disposal and treatment facilities and
research directed to developing less expensive technologies of water
treatment and waste disposal in tropical areas.

“Ocean Pollution: This is another inescapable top priority, for the
oceans cover some 70% of the surface of Planet earth. They are the
ultimate sink not only for wastes dumped directly into the seas, but
for what is washed out from rivers and bays and estuaries and what is
deposited through the atmosphere — beginning, as they do, beyond all
national jurisdictions. The oceans present a compelling and urgent case
for global environmental action.
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“The case for regional cooperation is equally compelling, for a large
number of effectively enclosed seas, such as the Mediterranean, the
Baltic and the Caspian, are deteriorating at a frightening rate.

“Urban Settlement: The cancerous growth of cities, the desperate
shortage of housing, the expanding slums and squatter settlements
which are so incompatible with our concept of the dignity of man, and
the threatened breakdown of urban institutions, are almost universal
phenomena that make urbanization one of the gravest problems of the
human environment. There is an important potential role for international
assistance and cooperation; but this is primarily an area for national
action, including the application of national population policies.

“There are of course, many other candidates for even a first list of top
priorities. But these three — fresh water supplies, ocean pollution and
urban settlements — belong, in my view, at the top of the list.”

At the conclusion of the Conference, two weeks later, Strong once
again took to the podium to review the outcomes of the meeting. He
began with a comment on the Conference’s Declaration on the Human
Environment (adopted after an all-night negotiating session at 5 a.m. on
the morning of the last day).

“What many sceptics thought would only be a rhetorical statement
has become a highly significant document reflecting a community of
interest among nations regardless of politics, ideologies or economic
status. Despite the difficulties and the differences that emerged, the
very fact that delegates laboured as they have testifies to the importance
their Governments attach to the Declaration and, to the very basic
principle of our environment — that of every nation’s responsibility to
ensure that activities within their jurisdiction or control do not cause
damage to the environment of other states or of areas beyond the limits
of national jurisdiction.”

“The Stockholm Declaration on the Human Environment, taken
together with the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development
agreed in June 1992, now has pride of place among the ever-growing
corpus of international law relating to the environment.”

Strong went on to summarize the main substantive measures agreed
in the Action Plan.

B We have approved a wide-ranging Action Plan which, with its
Earthwatch Programme of global assessment and monitoring,
its Environmental Management Activities, and its Supporting
Measures, constitutes a turning point in man’s endeavours to
preserve and protect this Planetary heritage;

B We have approved both the establishment of continuing
environmental machinery within the United Nations and the
provision of necessary financing — including a $100 million
Environment Fund to give it life it must have if our actions here are
to have any lasting meaning;

B We have approved the substance of an Ocean Dumping Convention
that will be finalized before November and opened for signature
this year.

Strong had his own check-list of the major outcomes of the Stockholm
Conference. He was careful to point out the examples he chose were
not all-inclusive. They merely illustrated the rich variety and scope of
the actions that were taken in Stockholm. And, of course, they did not
include the many vital proposals that were referred to governments for
their consideration and attention as appropriate.

“As part of the Action Plan” said Strong “we have set into motion
machinery that will:

e drastically curtail emission into the atmosphere of chlorinated

hydrocarbons and heavy metals;

e provide information about possible harmful effects of various

activities before these activities are initiated;

e accelerate research to better assess the risk of climate modification

and open up consultations among those concerned;
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e assist the developing countries to cope with the urban crisis and its
related priority needs such as housing and water supply and waste
disposal;

¢ intensify the preparation of conventions on conservation for the
protection of the world’s natural and cultural heritage;

e stress the priority of education and information to enable people to
weigh the decision which shape their future and to create a wider
sense of responsibility;

e initiate steps to protect and manage common resources,
considered of unique value to the world community
initiate a global programme to ensure genetic resources for future
generations;

e create an International Referral Service that will enable nations to
exchange environmental information and knowledge;

e incorporate environmental considerations into the review of the
development strategies embodied in the Second Development
Decade;

e pursue regional co-operation for purposes of financial and
technical assistance;

e prevent environmental considerations from becoming pretexts to
limit trade or impose barriers against developing country exports;

e emphasize opportunities that environmental concerns open up
for developing countries, including the possible relocation of
industries to countries whose natural systems have been less
burdened;

e study the financing of additional costs to developing countries
arising from environmental considerations.

As noted above, Strong that afternoon spoke of the Conference’s
approval both of the establishment of continuing environmental

machinery within the United Nations, as well as the provision of
necessary financing — including a $100 million Environment Fund.

He was thus officially acknowledging the Conference’s approval
of arrangements to provide for support and better management and
coordination of United Nations environment programmes in the
broadest sense. More specifically, he was also saluting, very much as a
proud father, the birth of the United Nations Environment Programme.

Because the evolution of UNEP has been — and continues to be
— crucially influenced by the agreements in respect of finance and
structure reached at Stockholm in June 1972, itis perhaps worth looking
in more detail at the circumstances surrounding the arrival of this
particular infant onto the world stage. At its third session in September
1971, the Preparatory Committee then endorsed a set of ‘general
criteria’ proposed by Strong in respect of possible new institutional
arrangements.

The Conference’s agenda, as agreed on the first day, included as its
last substantive item: “international organizational implications of
action proposals.”

The question of the appropriate international institutional
arrangements for the environment had been hotly debated not merely in
the course of the Conference itself, but throughout the period preceding
the Conference. It wasn'’t just the academic world which engaged with
such passion in the debate.

On 1 January 2002, for example, the British Government released
some official papers under the ‘thirty-year rule’.

The next day the New Scientist published an article under the
following banner headline:

“Plot to undermine global pollution controls revealed”

“A secret group of developed nations conspired to limit the
effectiveness of the UN’s first conference on the environment, held in
Stockholm in 1972. The existence of this cabal, known as the Brussels
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group, is revealed in 30-year-old British government records that were
kept secret until this week.

“The Stockholm conference was set up in response to rising concern
about damage to the environment. It ended with a ringing declaration
of the need to protect the natural world, and the UN Environment
Programme was set up as a result.

“But the ambitious aims of the conference organisers, who included
Maurice Strong, the first director-general of UNEP, were held in check
by the activities of the Brussels group, which included Britain, the US,
Germany, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands and France.

“The group was “an unofficial policy-making body to concert the
views of the principal governments concerned”, according to a note of
one of the group’s first meetings written by a civil servant in the British
Foreign and Commonwealth Office. “It will have to remain informal and
confidential.” This meeting took place in July 1971, nearly a year before
the Stockholm conference opened.

“Many of the arguments the group employed would sound familiar
to today’s anti-globalisation protesters. The group was concerned that
environmental regulations would restrict trade and also wanted to stop
UNEP having a large budget to spend as it saw fit. Foreign Office papers
say the group “made real progress on this difficult problem”, though
without specifying how this was done.

“The group seemed unconcerned about what its stance would mean
for poorer countries. Its chief aim in the diplomatic jockeying during
the run-up to Stockholm was for developed countries to get what they
wanted” and perhaps be less worried about making it a success for
developing countries”.

“This unalloyed self-interest won it few friends, and the notes record
that Strong had already been grumbling about the group’s activities. ‘We
may get some criticism from the Swedes and others [and] we must be
careful when expanding the group not to include awkward bedfellows,
the note adds.

A more concrete idea of the group’s aims can be gleaned from a
note laying out Britain’s position prior to a secret meeting in Geneva
in December 1971, one of a number of such meetings in the run-up to
Stockholm.

Written by an official in what was then the Department of the
Environment, it says that Britain wanted to restrict the scope of the
Stockholm conference and reduce the number of proposals for action.
In an indirect reference to what would later become UNEP, the paper
says a “new and expensive international organisation must be avoided,
but a small effective central coordinating mechanism ... would not be
welcome but is probably inevitable”.

“Not welcome, but probably inevitable.” This could certainly not be
seen as a ringing endorsement for the creation of a new global body to
deal with the world’s environment.

A somewhat similar perspective on the negotiations which led to
the setting-up of UNEP was provided in 2003 by Sir Martin Holdgate,
a senior official in Britain's newly-established Department of the
Environment (DOE) at the time of the Stockholm Conference. Holdgate
directed the Central Unit on Environmental Pollution in DOE and, with
Ronald Arculus®® of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, headed most
of the UK delegations to the Stockholm Preparatory Committee. In a
memoir called Penguins and Mandarins he penned his own recollections
of the birth of UNEP.

“There was quite a (lot of) bickering over what kind of animal UNEP
should be. The rich countries - who were dominant at Stockholm, and
who were already criticizing the cost of the UN - were clear that there
should be NO NEW UN AGENCY. The existing Agencies wholeheartedly
agreed. Their refrain was 'anything that needs doing, we are already
doing or can do better than anyone else’. The UK and USA pressed for “a
small coordinating Secretariat of no more than 50 people” who would
service a Governing Council of 32 States, drawn from all continents
that would decide the priorities for UN work on the environment. The
actual work would be done by the existing Agencies, especially the
World Health Organization, the Food and Agriculture Organization, the
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World Meteorological Organization, and the various Regional Economic
Commissions among which ECE, the Economic Commission for Europe,
had already created an intergovernmental group of Senior Advisers
on Environmental Problems (this was to be the spur to the regional
Convention on Long-Range Trans-Boundary Air Pollution which finally
got to grips with acid rain). And a voluntary Environment Fund was to
be created, with a target value of US$100 million a year, to pay for the
additional work the Agencies could not otherwise do.”*®

A distinct lack of enthusiasm for the creation of a new body was not
confined to the “Brussels Group” if such a Group indeed existed. Even
the Swedes, the sponsors of the original proposal that the UN should
hold its first world environment conference, were luke-warm. Back
in December 1968, in his speech to the General Assembly, Sweden’s
Ambassador to the United Nations had stated that “no new institutional
arrangements would result from the conference.” This position was
largely maintained in Sweden’s national report to the United Nations on
the human environment.

In a 70-page document setting out national and international
priorities the only possible reference to a ‘new’ institution is to be
found, in the section dealing with pollution, in the statement that the
“UN shall establish an ‘information’ centre’ with the immediate task
of coordinating current monitoring of the contamination of air, water,
soil and living organisms and with the further task of evaluating these
results for the purpose of assessing the harmful consequences of global
pollution.”

If some European countries were less than keen on new institutional
arrangements, on the other side of the Atlantic, a more enthusiastic
attitude seemed to be taking shape.

John McDonald, a Foreign Service officer serving in the State
Department’s Bureau of International Affairs, has recalled the
background:

“The Swedish Ambassador’s statement to the General Assembly
calling for a two-week conference on just one subject, the environment,

revolutionized the situation. I proposed to Senator Muskie early in 1970
that we should host the Conference in the United States somewhere,
perhaps San Francisco, but that same day we heard that the Swedish
Government wanted it to be held in Stockholm. A State Department
colleague of mine, Christian Herter, co-chaired the first-ever session
on the environment among interested departments across the US
government. 100 people showed up from 43 agencies. [ went around
the table. I got 43 definitions of the ‘environment’. But anyway there
was a broad US government commitment to do something constructive
both before and at Stockholm.”*

McDonald, who would later go on to have several ambassadorial
postings was in a very real sense — to use Dean Acheson’s words —
‘present at the creation’ of UNEP.

“There was an Interagency Task Force preparing for Stockholm. We
also set up an NGO advisory committee,” he said. “Over the next few
months, following the third PrepCom, I drafted four resolutions. The first
dealt with the functions of the Governing Council. The second dealt with
the Secretariat. The third made provision for an Environment Fund and
the fourth dealt with the question of coordination among the different
agencies to ensure there would be no duplication or overlap with UNEP.

“As to the funding, at the time the US was giving $100 million a year to
UNDP and UNICEF on a voluntary basis. Why couldn’t we do the same for
the United Nations in the field of environment? The State Department
actually approved the proposal to give the UN $100 million a year for
the environment, but when that proposal arrived at the Bureau of the
Budget, they cut back the US contribution. We ended up pledging $40
million over the next five years.”??

McDonald pointed out that the US paid, under the voluntary system
of contributions, a greater proportion of the total than would have been
the case under the system of “assessed” contributions where Congress
had set a cap.

At the Stockholm Conference itself, McDonald was secretary to a US
delegation consisting of 36 people.

UNEP THE FIRST 40 YEARS - A NARRATIVE BY STANLEY JOHNSON



“We set up a fifty nation negotiating committee to deal with this
question of institutions. We worked for two weeks, and they agreed on
95% of what I proposed. We wanted the cost of running the secretariat
to be covered by the Fund as well as the other programme expenditures.
But other countries wanted the cost of running the secretariat to be
covered by the regular budget of the United Nations and that was the
way it turned out in the Conference’s final resolution.”

“Don’t let anyone ever tell you” Ambassador McDonald concluded,
“that the Americans wanted a weak secretariat. That's a myth.”

“President Nixon,” McDonald said: “was personally very interested
in the Conference. The US delegation was moving ahead nicely when
suddenly, from out of nowhere, one of the other delegations proposed
language dealing with nuclear non-proliferation. We had no instructions
on the issue; but including the proposed language seemed reasonably
harmless.

“However, no one on the delegation or at the State Department in
Washington wanted to approve the text. It was decided that it had to be
cleared by the president himself, and we were running out of time. [ was
instructed to get presidential clearance. There was no time for atelegram,
so I had to telephone the White House. The operator in Stockholm called
the White House and asked for the chief of staff. Colonel Alexander Haig,
who later became the secretary of state in President Reagan’s cabinet,
answered the phone. I explained to him the issue and asked if it was
possible to get the president to focus on this and get an answer.

He asked what my recommendation was. I told him and he said, “Just
a minute.” He came back five minutes later and said, “The president
says OK with your position.” That was pretty impressive. And we got
consensus.”?

In the discussions about institutional arrangements, the mantra of
the day — then as now — was that ‘form should follow function”. In
other words, decisions about new institutional structures should not
be taken unless there is broad agreement on the need for action in any
particular field.

This was certainly the logic behind the criteria which Strong presented
to the Preparatory Committee at its third session.?*

In practice, logic is sometimes disregarded. Discussions of
institutional arrangements always seem to hold a peculiar fascination
for those involved in them. There is certainly an element of pure
self-interest here. “New institutions” usually means new jobs. “New
international institutions” often means new tax-free jobs. Leaving such
mercenary considerations aside, it can be argued that it is sometimes
easier for people to take decisions about institutions, particularly
those which involve a relatively minor commitment of resources, than
to agree on substantive measures which may have huge financial and
other implications for their respective nations. That said, a strong case
can be made that the institutional arrangements agreed in Stockholm
were an appropriate and proportionate response to the priorities for
action identified and agreed by the Conference.

The Report of the Conference?® issued soon after the conclusion of
the meeting summarized (somewhat blandly) the debates held during
the two-week session on “institutional arrangements.”

“The proposal for the establishment of an intergovernmental body
on the human environment was generally welcomed. Some speakers
considered that it should be a body of the General Assembly, while
others argued that it should be a commission of the Economic and
Social Council. Some speakers were in favour of a body composed of
27 members; others considered that number too small. Emphasis was
placed by many speakers on the need for effective regional cooperation,
since many environmental problems were capable of solution only by
regional collaborative action. Several speakers pointed to the danger
of duplication inherent in the creation of too many organizations.
Representatives of the specialized agencies drew attention to their
existing programmes.”

As finally adopted by the Conference the Resolution on Institutional
and Financial Arrangements followed the quadripartite structure —
Governing Council, Secretariat, Environment Fund, and Environment
Coordinating Board — favoured by the US delegation and others.
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It is worth noting that the mandate of the Governing Council as
approved in Stockholm is to provide general policy guidance for the
direction and coordination of environmental programmes within the
United Nations system (author’s emphasis). Itis clear that, in addition to
reviewing and approving the utilization of resources of the Environment
Fund, the tasks of the Governing Council would include the review
of the global environmental situation, early warning of emerging
environmental problems, the promotion of scientific knowledge and
information and the review of the impact of environmental policies and
measures on developing countries.

As far as the secretariat is concerned, the Resolution specifies that
the Secretariat will, under the guidance of the Governing Council,
co-ordinate environmental programmes within the United Nations
system, keeping their implementation under review and assessing their
effectiveness. The Secretariat is tasked with securing the cooperation of
the scientific community, making proposals for medium and long-range
planning for United Nations programmes in the environmental field and
administering the resources of the Environment Fund.

The Fund itselfis to be used for financing such programmes of general
interest as regional and global monitoring, assessment and data-
collecting systems; the Fund should be directed to the need for effective
co-ordination in the implementation of international environmental
programmes of the organisations of the United Nations system and
other international organisations.”

AstotheFund’sactual or potential resources at the time the Resolution
was adopted, the situation was as follows: apart from the United States
with its offer of $40 million over the next five years, $10 million was
pledged to the Environment Fund by Japan, $5 million from Sweden,
$2.5 million from Australia and $1.5 million from the Netherlands.

Though the United Kingdom and West Germany promised
“substantial contributions”, neither they nor any other state by the end
of the conference had specified how much more would be forthcoming
to make up the remaining third of the minimum amount supposedly to
be committed under the $100 million target.

Strong had himself conceded that the $100 million target was
excessively modest in the light of the priorities which had emerged from
the conference; but he considered it better than nothing. “I don’t really
think we should look a gift horse in the mouth” he said.?

The Resolution specified that: “In order to enable the Governing
Council to fulfill its policy guidance for the direction and co-ordination of
environmental activities, the Environment Fund shall finance wholly or
partly the costs of the new environmental initiatives undertaken within
the United Nations system — which will include the initiatives envisaged
in the Action Plan for the Human Environment, with particular attention
to integrated projects, and such other environmental activities as may
be decided upon by the Governing Council — and that the Governing
Council shall review these initiatives with a view to taking appropriate
decisions as to their continued financing.”

The Resolution recommended that an Environmental Coordinating
Board, chaired by the Executive Director of the environment
secretariat, meet periodically for the purpose of ensuring co-operation
and co-ordination among all bodies concerned in the implementation
of environmental programmes and that it report annually to the
Governing Council.

Even though the principal features and ‘modus operandi’ of the new
body had been agreed at Stockholm, there was no such agreement as
regards itslocation. The report of the Conference records: “The proposal
for a small permanent secretariat unit for the new intergovernmental
body was generally supported. In the debate some speakers mentioned
United Nations locations in New York and Geneva; speakers from
Austria, India, Kenya, Malta, Mexico, Spain and the United Kingdom
invited such a secretariat to establish itself in their countries.”

Nor was any decision taken at Stockholm as to who would be the head
— or Executive Director — of the new body. It would be for the General
Assembly, at its 27th session towards the end of the year (1972) not
only to give its approval to the resolution on institutional and financial
questions which the Conference had adopted, but also to decide on the
location and the leadership of the new body.
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In addition to the Declaration, the Action Plan and the Resolution on
Institutional and Financial Arrangements, the Conference called on the
General Assembly to designate June 5 as “World Environment Day”. It
also recommended that the General Assembly should convene a second
United Nations Conference on the Human Environment and that the
“new environmental machinery referred to in the recommendations
of the first United Nations Conference on the Human Environment be
entrusted with the preparations of the second.”

In the event, as we shall see, the second environmental conference
was postponed to a quite distant date and when it took place 20 years
later — in Rio de Janeiro in June 1992 — it differed from the Stockholm
event in several important respects.

Apart from the official delegates from 113 countries, observers from
over 400 inter-governmental and non-governmental organizations
attended, as well as more than 1,500 representatives of the press, radio
and television. The Swedish hosts had with great imagination facilitated
the holding of a parallel NGO event, the Environment Forum, at a venue
known as the Hog Farm.

Though there was no formal interaction between the official and
the non-official conference, the influence of the NGO community was
strongly felt. As they packed their bags to leave many delegates would
remember the late-night march through the streets of the city behind
the huge inflatable whale, as demonstrators called for the Conference to
recommend a moratorium on commercial whaling (which it did, though
it would take another 10 years for the moratorium to come into force).

They might also remember the Forum’s historic clash between
Paul Ehrlich, author of The Population Bomb, and his great rival, Barry
Commoner; author of The Closing Circle, which ended with Ehrlich being
physically prevented from speaking, as Commoner’s supporters took
over the podium.

Above all, they might remember Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s
moving speech to the Plenary: “Are not poverty and need the greatest
polluters?”?’

“On the one hand the rich look askance at our continuing poverty —
on the other they warn us against their own methods. We do not wish
to impoverish the environment any further and yet we cannot for a
moment forget the grim poverty of large numbers of people. Are not
poverty and need the greatest polluters?

“For example unless we are in a position to provide employment and
purchasing power for the tribal people and those who live in or around
our jungles, we cannot prevent them from combing the forest for food
and livelihood; from poaching and from despoiling the vegetation.
When they themselves feel deprived, how can we urge the preservation
of animals?

“How can we speak to those who live in villages and in slums about
keeping the oceans, the rivers and the air clean when their own lives are
contaminated at the source? The environment cannot be improved in
conditions of poverty. Nor can poverty be eradicated without the use of
science and technology.”

For most, if not all of those present in Stockholm in June 1972, the
Conference was an enriching and defining experience. They felt that
something important was happening and that they were a part of it.
Many of the recommendations of the Stockholm Action plan would be
followed up over the coming years.

Apart from the moratorium on commercial whaling, Stockholm gave a
vital impetus to a number of other international agreements, such as the
World Heritage Convention, the London Dumping Convention (dealing
with the dumping of waste at sea), the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species of Fauna and Flora (CITES) and the
Convention on Migratory Species (CMS). Other initiatives flowed from,
or were strengthened by, the Stockholm Conference.

The Stockholm Action Plan for the Human Environment was
structured on three levels: Environmental Assessment, Environmental
Management and Supporting Measures. In the official report of the
Conference? the 109 recommendations adopted by the Conference are
grouped in accordance with those three levels.
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In each case the principal actors are specified: governments, not yet exist. The steps agreed in Stockholm as regards the setting-up
international agencies, scientific and research establishments, of UNEP were certainly another important outcome of the Stockholm

non-governmental organisations. UNEP itself is not specifically = Conference. Only time would tell just how important that decision
targeted in the Action Plan, because UNEP as such at this pointdid ~ would prove to be.
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FINDING A HOME

he 27" General Assembly of the United Nations in the autumn

of 1972 was a relatively calm affair. The ‘sabbatical’ from

the bombing of North Vietnam during the Paris peace talks,

culminating in President Richard Nixon’s National Security
Advisor, Henry Kissinger’s ‘peace is at hand’ statement on October
26, 1972, had created a certain respite from the usual tension. As
ever the situation in the Middle East, terrorism, decolonization and
racism featured on the General Assembly’s agenda, but perhaps the
most constructive and useful action the General Assembly took was to
approve the Stockholm recommendations in regard to the environment.
A diplomatic battle over the location of UNEP also marked it down as
one of the liveliest.

The Stockholm Conference had agreed on a Declaration with an
associated set of Principles. It had agreed on an Action Plan of 109
recommendations: the world’s first tentative blueprint for planetary
environmental management. Its scope was enormous, calling for global
cooperation to monitor the biosphere, safeguard ecosystems, curb
marine pollution, improve housing in poor countries, collect genetic

samples, protect whales and other endangered species, study energy
needs and sources, aid population planning, conserve soils and forests
and fisheries, promote environmental education and training and
information exchange, and adapt trade and aid policies so as to share
equitably the burdens of environmental protection.

It is hard to overestimate the importance of UNGA Resolution 2994
(XXVII) which accepted the Stockholm recommendations. See Annex 1
for full text of Resolution 2994 (XXVII)

Of course, the hard work had been done in Sweden. However,
agreements reached there could always have come unstitched in the
General Assembly. It is worth noting, for example, that the Stockholm
Conference adopted the Declaration by acclamation, subject to
observations and reservations made by a number of Governments.?’
Even though some of them were substantive, none of the observations,
reservations or comments appears to have been raised again in the
General Assembly when the results of the Stockholm Conference were
up for approval. In the event, the text of UNGA Resolution 2994 (XXVII):
“Draws the attention of Governments and the Governing Council of
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the United Nations Environment Programme to the Declaration of the
United Nations Conference on the Human Environment and refers the
Action Plan for the Human Environment to the Governing Council for
appropriate action.”

The General Assembly also had to give its formal agreement to
the Stockholm Conference’s decisions as far as the institutional
arrangements for handling the environment issue were concerned.
Stockholm had agreed on the design of a new piece of international
machinery or rather a collection of pieces which together would make
up the United Nations Environment Programme, or UNEP. In most
important respects Stockholm had adhered closely to Strong’s original
vision of a “brain not a bureaucracy.” The new unit would oversee, or at
least attempt to coordinate, all future environmental activities in the UN
system, beginning with the Stockholm Action Plan.

A 54-nation Governing Council would set policy under broad
guidelines from the Assembly. A small Environment Secretariat under an
Executive Director would be the executive arm. A modest Environment
Fund, administered by the secretariat, would finance new activities and
— along with an inter-agency board which the Executive Director would
chair — provide priceless coordinating leverage over the invaluable but
self-willed specialized agencies. For a compromise accepted by 113
governments, it was a remarkably good proposal. And it hadn’t come
about by accident. In the run-up to the Stockholm Conference, a huge
amount of intellectual energy had been spent analysing and debating
the appropriate form that any new institution should take.°

But still the design agreed in Stockholm needed the approval of the
General Assembly.

On the afternoon of November 3, 1972, the committee, having
disposed of some lesser environmental business, got around to its one
really great task: agreeing the “Institutional and financial arrangements
for international environmental cooperation.” This resolution, when
adopted by the General Assembly, would officially create the new United
Nations environment unit.

Before it could be adopted there was one afternoon’s hard debate
and, as a result, one small and purely political change: the Governing
Council grew from 54 to 58 to accommodate two more Asian and two
more African members. Thus amended, the motion came to the vote.
On the big “tote board” at the back of the room, a mass of green lights
flashed on: a few yellow; none red. Chairman Bruce Rankin of Canada
announced the result: 115 for, none against, 9 abstentions. (The Soviet
bloc, minus Romania, had stood aside, keeping its options open with the
standard alibi: “We were not at Stockholm.”)

So Committee 2’s major task was done in the sense that it had decided
upon the new international institutional machinery for the environment,
though not the location. That Committee decision would go forward to
the General Assembly to be adopted atits 2112th Plenary meeting on 15
December 1972 with 115 votes for; 0 against and 10 abstentions. Taken
together with Resolution 2994, approving the Declaration and Action
Plan, that General Assembly decision [Res 2997 (XXVII)] was probably
the chief accomplishment of the 1972 General Assembly. One reporter
commented: “The decision might one day prove a historic and fortunate
turn in the affairs not only of the much-harried United Nations, but of
the much-plundered planet.”!

Because Resolution 2997 is of such fundamental importance to the
story of UNEP, the full text is attached as Annex 2.

This resolution creates all the instruments associated today with
UNEP — the Governing Council, the Environment Secretariat, the
Environment Fund and a Co-ordination Board. So far, so good. But
what Stockholm had not decided was where the new institution would
be located.

Indeed through nearly four months of intricate bargaining over the
design of this machine, there had been little effort to agree on where to
install it. The detailed resolution adopted at Stockholm purposely said
nothing on the matter; the exhausted delegates had left it to the General
Assembly to decide among a dozen proffered sites: Geneva, Kampala,
London, Madrid, Mexico City, Monaco, Nairobi, Nicosia, New Delhi, New
York, Valetta and Vienna.
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Kenya's proposal, presented on October 24 in the Second Committee
of the General Assembly, that the new unit should be located in Nairobi,
came out of left field3? Strong, years later, would comment: “It's one
thing to have a conference, quite another to ensure a proper follow-up.
Conferences, whentheywork, can often be exhaustingaswell asrewarding.
Significant decisions can be made — as indeed they were in Stockholm.
But it's what happens afterwards that is important. Otherwise talk is
just talk, resolutions just good intentions. The Stockholm Conference
recognized this. One of the recommendations was to set up a new UN
body that would monitor progress on the environment and ensure that
the conference’s hard-won conclusions were actually implemented. This
notion, as well as the conference itself, was widely debated at the next
UN General Assembly, in the fall of 1972. There, to everyone’s surprise,
Kenya's delegation, led by its able and respected ambassador, Joseph
Odero-Jowi, strongly supported by Foreign Minister Njoroge Mungai,*?
offered Nairobi as the headquarters of the new organization.” 3

Odero-Jowi was a 43-year old Calcutta-trained economist who had
chaired one of the main committees at Stockholm: a rising star at the
UN, a colourful speaker and an able tactician. He brought his speech
to a climax with a defiant bid for Nairobi. Not one agency in the UN
system, he pointed out, had its headquarters in the “Third World.” This
was unjust and must be rectified, he insisted and called on New York,
Geneva, London and Vienna to withdraw.*

Njoroge Mungai, the then Kenyan Foreign Minister, explains how
the country first lobbied other African states within the Group of 77 to
obtain a general agreement the entity should go to Africa. Once that was
achieved, he could then focus on persuading the non-African countries
in the non-aligned grouping.

He explained in an interview: “India had some interest, but it
was decided we should try Africa, the first person [ went to see was
the Indian foreign minister because Kenya and India used to work
together... I suspected Brazil would also be interested, so in South
America the first person I talked to was the foreign minister of Brazil
to express my interest to them. I did everything we could...

“The first thing to do was work with African countries, to inform
them and support why it is important to come to Africa. They also didn’t
know much about it at the time. And not only them, there were very few
people who were really conscious about this environment thing: maybe
Sweden and Germany, maybe the US, but many others were not and of
course except for expressing interest nobody knew what it was going to
turn out to be.

“We said we are members of the UN, all of us, and all UN headquarters
are in USA or Western Europe. None in Asia, none in South America,
none in Africa, none in Eastern Europe, so we now would like to have a
HQ in these countries. Of course I say these countries meaning Africa,
Kenya and the others, but it would have been difficult to say that (to
non-African states) as they were also left out. Then you tell them where
UNESCO is, FAO is, marine HQ is, UNIDO is, everything is all Western
Europe and of course America.”

As far as the United Kingdom was concerned, it could hardly be
argued that a major diplomatic campaign was being waged to bring the
new United Nations environment unit to London. The UK had played a
positive role in Stockholm and Peter Walker, Britain’s Secretary of State
for the Environment, had earned some applause for a speech which had
addressed the problems of the inner cities as well as the despoliation
of the countryside. The British and the French had also gone to
considerable lengths to ward off attacks on their supersonic Concorde
aircraft in respect of possible damage the high-level flights might be
causing to the upper atmosphere. But the British were not going to die
in the last ditch in order to maintain their bid for UNEP. Much the same
could be said of France, which was officially responsible for Monaco’s
foreign policy and, therefore, her bid to be the seat of the new unit.

Vienna was a different story. Former US Ambassador John McDonald,
who had been the Secretary of the US delegation in Stockholm and who
had subsequently returned to work with the US mission to the United
Nations in New York picks up the tale:3®

“Two days before the end of the conference everybody knew that
a new UN agency, called UNEP, would be created, but it had not yet
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been decided where the new secretariat should be located. By the end
of the conference 13 nations — six from the West and seven from the
developing world — stepped forward and said they would like the
secretariat to be located in their capital. No one could resolve that
issue in the time remaining. It was therefore referred to the UN General
Assembly to resolve in September 1972 when the whole plan of action
generated by the environment conference would be up for approval.
It became quite an issue in New York. I was convinced that the U.S.
position would prevail: New York, with Geneva as a fallback. I thought
all of Europe would agree on Geneva, a very practical place where lots of
other UN agencies were located. I failed totally on this issue.

“The Austrian government had decided that it wanted to make Vienna
the third UN city. They were in the process of building an enormous
building near the Danube, at great cost, but they had nobody to putin the
building. They wanted UNEP in Vienna and sent their foreign minister
to New York for several weeks to convince the world that the secretariat
should be located in Austria. He failed miserably and just divided the
West: half went with the Austrians and the other half went with the US
position. That wasn’t going to work.

“I watched what was happening with the seven contenders from
the Third World. Their big pitch was: ‘We’ve never had a UN agency
secretariat in the South. Now it’s time, because we’re concerned about the
environment as much as you are. We want the UNEP offices somewhere in
the Third World. They finally narrowed the choice down to two nations,
India and Kenya.... It was quite a sight to see the ambassadors of the two
countries arguing with each other as they walked down the hall. The
Indian ambassador was approximately five feet, one inch tall and weighed
about one hundred pounds. The Kenyan ambassador was approximately
six feet, seven inches tall and weighed about three hundred pounds. His
long robes flowed as he and his entourage strode down the hall”

In the Committee that afternoon (October 24), after Odero-Jowi
had spoken, several African and Caribbean countries promptly spoke
in favour of Nairobi. But the next day India, Kenya’'s only serious
rival among the developing countries for the honour of hosting the

agency, firmly maintained its offer of New Delhi. Odero-Jowi still had
work to do.

On Friday, October 27, the Kenyan mission to the UN gave Committee
2 delegates some weekend reading: a 17-page press release expounding
in impressive detail the merits of Nairobi as a headquarters site. A
“crisp, pleasant and healthy climate,” an international airport handling
jumbo jets, telecommunications via an earth satellite link, a big Kenyatta
Conference Centre nearing completion, resident missions from 55
countries, luxury housing and hotels, schools, hospitals, computer
facilities, even secretarial schools.

Armed with this material, Odero-Jowi went to work on his “Group
of 77" colleagues. (The term was even in 1972 modestly obsolete:
the 77 developing countries that first banded together at the UN in
1964 had already been reinforced by another 20). When united in
the 132-member Assembly, the 97 developing countries could indeed
seem like an irresistible voting steamroller. The core of Kenya's
support would be the 40 African members. By November 2, Odero-
Jowi was able to circulate a draft resolution with 32 African sponsors.
Its preamble proclaimed a doctrine new to the UN: that “secretariats
of United Nations bodies should be located having regard to equitable
geographical distribution.” The operative paragraph stated that
the Assembly “decides to locate the environment secretariat in a
developing country,” and “further decides that the question... be settled
by the current session of the General Assembly.”

The precise phraseology, given Odero-Jowi’s bold bid for Nairobi in
his opening speech, might have seemed something of an anti-climax.
There was no mention of the Kenyan capital in Odero-Jowi’s proposal.
In reality, the Kenyans could not have played their hand better. One of
the reasons why Kenya ‘knew what it was doing™®” was that in 1966
it had failed in a bid to bring UNIDO to Nairobi. UNIDO had gone to
Vienna instead (the vote being taken on a secret ballot). Kenya had
learned lessons from the UNIDO experience. The same hand had to be
played now in respect of UNEP, but this time it would be played with
greater cunning.
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Kenya’s first crucial card was the effort to establish the principle of
‘equitable geographical distribution’. There was nothing in the United
Nations Charter to suggest that UN agencies should be ‘equitably
distributed’ around the world but the notion sounded modern and
plausible. Kenya wisely decided not to risk antagonizing potential
supporters by insisting at this stage in naming a specific location.

The second crucial tactic was for Kenya to actually table the draft
which it had been circulating. As so often in the UN, knowing the
procedural rules in all their complexity can be vitally important. In this
particular case, the rules were clear: order of filing determined order of
voting. Odero-Jowi had no way of knowing how soon the West would
file its own draft, angled either toward Geneva or New York or, which
amounted to the same thing as far as the Kenyan bid was concerned,
toward a year’s delay. So he swiftly filed his draft. Tactically, he was well
advised: the Western group was even then struggling to agree on a text,
and Odero-Jowi had beaten them to the punch.

On Friday morning, November 3, the chair called on the delegate of
Kenya to introduce his draft resolution.

Odero-Jowi hammered home his points with obvious gusto. As noted
in the draft, he said, all existing headquarters in the UN system were
in North America and Western Europe: a simple statement of fact, and
the reasons behind it, he told his fellow delegates, were not technical as
some alleged, but historical and political. It was time to democratize the
UN through a new principle, the equitable geographical distribution of
headquarters sites.

The developing countries, Odero-Jowi went on, would roll out the red
carpet for Strong and his secretariat. If any facilities were lacking in the
third world, let the UN supply them and thus transfer to the developing
countries some much-needed technology. If certain Latin American
states had no diplomatic missions in this or that third-world capital
(he was careful not to mention Nairobi at this point, since the sponsors
were not yet agreed on that), let governments establish them and thus
foster contacts within the Third World. Justice for the so-called Third
World — that was the simple purpose of this resolution!

All that morning and afternoon, following Odero-Jowi’s speech, while
other matters held the committee spotlight, knots of delegates formed
and dissolved in corridors and harried men in dark suits queued up
outside delegates’ telephone booths as the Nairobi forces laboured to
complete their juggernaut — and the West, plus a few restive members
of the “77,” laboured to derail it.?®

Nicholas Kimani and Elizabeth Mrema take up the tale:*

“The determination by the Group of 77 surprised the West and others.
They began questioning what a developing country was; they maligned
Kenya as having no hotels; airport, in whispering campaigns, claiming
Nairobi was too far (but were on the spot as too far from where?),
sought to have the issue determined during the next General Assembly
(the 28™ in 1973), and to have the issue, if at all, settled by secret ballot
(as had been the case in the issue of UNIDO). In any case the issue could
not be resolved unless financial implications of the draft resolution
were available during the session and up to that point the Secretary-
General had given no basis for this. Kenya and the Third World countries
resisted all this.”

To counteract the negative whispering campaign, Kenya produced,
overnight, a document on embassies in Nairobi; airlines landing in
Nairobi; international organisations, and hotels of international standard
in English and French, to the utter amazement of all delegations. Also in
English and French, it reviewed the rules of procedure of the General
Assembly and showed there was no requirement for secret ballots on
location. It concluded that, in any case, a decision on this had first to
be determined by open vote by the Committee, which the Group of 77
would carry. The West lost this, and their arguments were threadbare.
Concerning financial implications and in draft resolution, Kenya asked
why, since June 1972 the matter had not been sorted out,* and whether
the Secretary General had taken Kenya’s offer seriously.

The representative of the Secretary-General was taken to task over
this technicality, and he asked the relevant Committee to defer the matter
until the Secretary-General had an opportunity to prepare and submit a
document on financial implications for hosting such an organisation in
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Nairobi. The request was endorsed and a UN team was sent to Nairobi —
comprising K. U. Menon from India and Albert Khazoom, a Canadian —
to assess its suitability as the headquarters of a UN organisation. Kenya
had to prove as evidence of its ability to host UNEP that it had sufficient
hotels of international standard as well as an airport which was capable
of handling international flights. Odero-Jowi then sent Donald Kaniaru
of the Kenya Mission to New York to Nairobi to prepare officials for this
mission. On meeting with Kenyan government officials, led by Dawson
Mlamba, Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and upon
touring Nairobi, the UN team came to the conclusion that Nairobi could
indeed host the secretariat, thus later settling the issue of financial
implications should the secretariat be located in Nairobi.

Backin New York the situation on the environment item was evolving.
The secretariat could then, following the report of the two-man UN
mission, issue a statement on financial implications. And Kenya and
India were discussing the issue of the location, that is, whether Nairobi
or New Delhi, with Nairobi and New Delhi involved directly at the
highest levels. From contacts between friendly diplomats in New York
between the two delegations, the Kenyans were confidentially aware
that New Delhi would not insist to the end given the broad support that
Kenya by then seemed to enjoy among the Group of 77.

Then the critical point came; the Indian delegation informed the
Kenyan delegation that New Delhi had agreed to support Nairobi to host
the secretariat. Kenya was overjoyed, and in that ecstatic mood consulted
Egypt, the chair of the Group of 77 (Ambassador Abdel Meguid), and it
was agreed he would ask for a 15-minute adjournment of the Second
Committee for the Group of 77 to consult on a matter likely to advance
the deliberations of the Committee. Ambassador Rankin agreed.

In the Group of 77, the consultations were brisk. The Chair gave
the floor to India, which in referring to the issue of location of the
secretariat informed the Group that they, in the interests of cordial
and brotherly relations with Kenya and solidarity in the Group of
77, had instructions from New Delhi to withdraw its candidacy in
favour of Nairobi, Kenya. The next speaker was Ambassador Odero-

Jowi of Kenya who deeply thanked India for that brotherly gesture.
He suggested that the Chair propose, upon the Committee resuming
business, an amendment to paragraph two of the draft resolution to
read “further decides to locate the secretariat in Nairobi, Kenya”. That
was agreed, and the Group of 77 was ready for the Second Committee,
which resumed in timely fashion.

The Chair, Ambassador Bruce Rankin, gave the floor to the
distinguished Chair of the Group of 77. Without hesitation, he referred
to the pertinent draft resolution, and indicated that the Group of
77 had a “minor” amendment to operative paragraph 2, involving a
deletion of the words “to decide the matter during the session” and
in place thereof (first at normal speed, and later, at dictation speed,
as all delegates gave a visible sigh of relief), the phrase above, namely,
“further decides to locate the secretariat in Nairobi, Kenya”. Clearly
there was no going back; history was on the horizon, with the first UN
body to be located in the developing world.

Precisely why India decided to withdraw its own bid to have UNEP
in Delhi and to support Kenya’s bid for Nairobi is, at a distance of 40
years, not entirely clear. India, like Brazil, had played an enormously
important role in the whole Stockholm process.

As Strong put it:*!

“Two countries in particular were key to whether the conference
would work — Brazil and India. Brazil had taken a strong position on
the issues, a position derived not from mere political impulse but from
a well-reasoned policy analysis of the constraints that international
environmental action might impose on their development — they had,
after all, “custody” of that extraordinary global resource, the Amazon
basin. One of the first things I did, therefore, was initiate a close and
constructive dialogue with the Brazilians.

“India was important because it was especially influential among
developing countries; one of my first overseas visits was therefore to
New Delhi, where [ hoped to see Prime Minister Indira Gandhi.
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“My friends at the Indian foreign ministry warned me that I almost
certainly wouldn’t get to see her. She was preoccupied with the war
in Pakistan and with difficult domestic issues, they said, and it was
not reasonable for me to expect to see her on a marginal issue like the
environment. Nevertheless, through my friendship with one of India’s
most eminent intellectuals and policy leaders, G.P. Parthasarthy, who
was very close to Ms. Gandhi, I did get to meet with her”

Strong went on to describe that encounter.

“It was immediately clear that she had a deep interest in and
knowledge of the environment. I then raised a point I thought would
get her attention. “If the developing countries sit out the conference,”
[ suggested delicately, “it would leave the issue in the hands of the
industrialized countries.” I found, as I had expected, that she was
keenly sensitive to the political implications.

““Why not come to the Stockholm Conference yourself, as you are the
best possible person to articulate the concerns and interests of the
developing world?’ I asked. ‘I can promise you a special place on the
programme.

“She immediately accepted, much to the surprise and, in some
quarters, consternation of her officials, and gave me her permission to
let it be known that she’d be attending. Thereafter, India became one of
the leading participants in preparations for the conference and a strong
and effective proponent of the developing countries’ position.

“This immensely enhanced the prospects of participation by other
developing countries. A boycott now seemed unlikely.”

When the time came, Ms. Gandhi did indeed attend the Stockholm
Conference, Apart from Sweden’s own Prime Minister, Olaf Palme,
she was the only Head of Government to do so. Her speech (“Are not
poverty and need the greatest polluters?”) was — both at Stockholm
and subsequently — widely recognized as one of the most moving and
incisive orations to be made on that occasion.

By any objective criteria, if any developing country was going to host
UNEP, Brazil or India certainly had to be considered strong candidates.
As matters turned out, Brazil didn’'t throw a hat in this particular ring
and India withdrew hers.

Why, we may wonder, did India withdraw her candidacy? Kaniaru,
who was present as a Kenyan official throughout the negotiations
relating to the siting of the new UN environmental unit, is convinced
that the real reason for India’s support of Kenya was indeed the one
referred to by the Kenyan ambassador in his speech to the Second
Committee, namely India’s desire to show ‘goodwill and solidarity’ to a
fellow developing country, with whom India had close links, in its path-
breaking venture to achieve a new international institutional order.

He has firmly denied that there was some deal between Kenya and
India. “The Indian diplomats in New York”, he said, “worked closely with
the Kenyan diplomats — in the Security Council, in the caucuses, and in
the corridors.”*?

At all events Odero-Jowi’s critical objective had been won: India had
withdrawn its offer of New Delhi and all the “77” — willing or not —
were openly hitched to the Nairobi bandwagon.

Now the debating and procedural manoeuvring began in earnest.
Though George Bush Snr, who 17 years later would become the 41st
President of the United States, was the United States Permanent
Representative to the United Nations, Bernard Zagorin, US Ambassador
to the Economic and Social Council, was representing his country that
day in the Second Committee.

Zagorin, in a long and reasoned speech, argued for a decision
grounded on effectiveness rather than mere politics, and warned darkly
that Kenya's “polarizing” tactics would “make it harder for us to accept
our commitments.” However, such arguments could not shake the iron
discipline of the G-77, revealed in the anguished words of one reluctant
member, Tunisia’'s Rachid Driss: “If political judgment must hold
primacy, good sense will have to go by the board and Tunisia will vote

for the 77
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To such appeals Odero-Jowi, sure of his votes, replied with cold
scorn. “You deplore confrontations,” he said. “So do we, but they are
unavoidable when efforts are made to frustrate the will of the majority.
Some developed countries are still living in the past, remembering
when they used to decide matters on our behalf. Now it is up to us to
determine what is good for us. This is a political body and it must take
political decisions.”

Given the voting outlook, the West’s only slim hope lay in parliamentary
tactics. The UN’s legal under secretary, Constantine Stavropoulos, was
called in to rule on two points of procedure invoked by the United States
and Britain. On one he ruled against them: Kenya’s resolution was a
normal and proper way to decide on a headquarters location; it was
not necessary, though permissible, to decide by secret ballot among all
proposed sites. On the second point, however, he upheld Zagorin: the
rules did indeed require a Secretariat estimate of financial implications
— how much extra it would cost to run the operation out of Nairobi —
before voting on Kenya’s draft.

This ruling won some respite for the West — but how long? In came
a UN budget expert to say that field trips would be necessary and the
estimate would take six weeks, maybe eight. He was hooted down on the
spot by Kenya and its friends. Chairman Rankin did some quick backroom
persuasion and, as the exhausting day ended, promised a Secretariat
financial estimate by Friday morning. The voting was postponed until
then. In the meantime Kaniaru, as noted above, was despatched to Nairobi
under instructions to return post-haste with the necessary data.

The West had won four days’ delay - but what use could it make of the
time? On Friday morning, Odero-Jowi’s steamroller was still intact and
ready to roll. The rush-order financial paper, showing that Nairobi was
about a million dollars more costly than Geneva in the first year, didn’t
seem to affect a single vote.

A Tunisian amendment was voted on first: to postpone the decision
for one year. It was snowed under by 68 votes to 20. Next, a British
amendment, for a decision at this session but by secret ballot among all
proposed sites, went down 81 to 30.

Then the steamroller went into high gear. On the substance of the
Kenyan resolution the vote was 93 to 1 (the United States all alone) with
30 countries, mainly Western and Soviet bloc, abstaining.

When it was over, the tension evaporated and all was conciliation.
Congratulations showered on Odero-Jowi in his moment of triumph.
Zagorin joined the chorus:

“We accept the decision of this committee. We want to do all
that we possibly can to make this decision an effective one. At this
stage we believe we must close ranks. We are all full partners in this
endeavour”

To all this Odero-Jowi responded magnanimously, yet there was still
a little edge to his eloquence. “The storm in the Committee has passed,
and the atmosphere is calm now that the decision is taken ... The gap in
understanding between developed and developing countries are painful,
butyou must realize that our perspectives do differ. We of the developing
countries see life from a different angle — a frog’s perspective. We see it
from below. Let us try to get into each other’s perspective.” See Annex 3:
3004 (XXVII). Location of the environment secretariat

Strong, at the end, praised the committee for its “truly historic
decisions”; praised Kenya and Nairobi; and added: “I can assure all
future members of the environment secretariat that they could not
have a more hospitable or pleasant environment in which to conduct
their labours.”

Five weeks later, the committee’s 11 environmental resolutions,
major and minor, were formally adopted by the General Assembly
itself in half an hour’s voting, most of which followed the lines of
division established in committee. There was one surprise. When the
last of the 11 was voted on — the Nairobi decision — the lights beside
the 132 country names up on the wall flashed solid green — 128 in
favour, none opposed, none abstaining, four absent. Even the Russians
had come down off the fence. The Assembly burst into applause. Then
came a tedious, hours-long voting minuet involving five ballot boxes, in
which the 58-nation Governing Council was duly elected — including
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both Germanys. It was the first time the General Assembly had elected
the German Democratic Republic to anything.

Finally, and again unanimously, Strong of Canada was elected to be
the first Executive Director of the Environment Secretariat of the United
Nations. Strong commented:

“Although they couldn’t very well say so, the feeling among the
Swedes and other industrialized countries (at the choice of Nairobi)
was not so much surprise as consternation. They had nothing against
Kenya as such, but a new organization like this one (it came to be
called the United Nations Environment Programme, or UNEP) would
have a difficult enough time under the best of conditions, but to be so
far from the other international organizations it would have to work
with and influence would make its job even more difficult. Under these
circumstances distance was seen as a real impediment.

“Partly because of this, some of the interested countries sent a
delegation to urge me to accept the job of heading the new organization,
at least during its formative years. I could see their point. They wanted
to minimize the difficulties of the Nairobi location by at least avoiding a
potentially divisive and uncertain search for an acceptable head, and they
knew I'd have broad support from all regions. But seeing their point didn’t
mean having to accept it. This was not at all what I had planned. I had
made it clear that I did not aspire to and would not accept an appointment
to the organization that might be created as a result of the conference. For
one thing, I had an obligation to return to the government in Ottawa.

“Also, I felt that if I were seen to be a candidate for this post, it could
compromise my objectivity and effectiveness in working for General
Assembly approval of the new organization. But representatives of a
number of other governments joined the Swedes in importuning me to
change my mind. So I consulted Prime Minister Trudeau, and he agreed
to my taking the new post for an initial start-up period. I accepted. I
agreed to take a full five-year term — any hint that I was there only for
a short term would have left me a lame duck — but it was privately
understood that I'd return to Canada as soon as I felt the new body had
been firmly established.

“My original appointment to head the Stockholm Conference had
been made by U. Thant, but by this time Kurt Waldheim was Secretary-
General. For reasons unrelated to the subsequent controversy he was
involved in, I was unwilling to accept an appointment directly from
him. He had let me down in undertakings he had made for me in the
past, most recently by sending to the General Assembly a budget and
manning table for the new organization very different from what we
had agreed on. Accordingly, I insisted that if I were to be a candidate for
the job, I must be elected directly, by the General Assembly.

“Waldheim didn’t like this one bit, but instead of confronting me on
theissue, he sentanother undersecretary to replace me at the committee
where the matter was being discussed. I simply sat back and didn’t try
to intervene. But I could hardly suppress a smile when his objection
was entirely rejected — not a single government supported it. It was
a reassuring vote of confidence in me, and I was subsequently elected
unanimously to the post. This gave me a certain degree of political
independence within the secretariat, while worsening my already
difficult relationship with Waldheim.”

Wallace Irwin Jnr, who observed the General Assembly session at
close quarters and whose account of the events leading up to the choice
of Nairobi as UNEP’s seat has been liberally drawn on for the purposes
of this chapter, penned the following contemporary comment on those
dramatic days:*?

“So the 27th General Assembly put its seal, and its strongly political
imprint, on the recommendations of that great political-ecological
encounter called the Stockholm Conference. History’s first modest
venture in world environmental management would officially begin
on January 1, 1973. Sometime in the fall, when its new quarters were
ready, Strong’s small secretariat would take up residence in Nairobij, its
surprising home.

“Lacking the perspective of time, nobody could be sure yet whether
the choice of Nairobi was a historic blunder or an act of statesmanship.
Perhaps, as several speakers had implied, it was the third world’s foolish
revenge for Washington’s equally foolish indifference to their aspirations
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for development. But perhaps also, Kenya and its partisans in the fight
would now be honour bound to make this new venture succeed.

“There were, of course, still larger uncertainties. Would Strong, or any
other man in any institutional setup however ingenious, really be able
to coordinate and master the world’s huge, interwoven environmental
agenda — or would he be picked to pieces by the bureaucratic
custodians of pieces of that agenda and worn to despair by parochial
nationalism? Would the imperatives of the biosphere be met in ways
that promote, or further impede, a somewhat better sharing of life’s
opportunities between rich and poor? And would the United Nations,
chosen instrument of this new planetary endeavour; be inspired by it to

attempt still broader world cooperation — or would the environmental
effort itself gradually fall victim to the plague of meaner purposes that
still drain away so much of the UN’s vitality?

“Such questions could only be answered over the years by the wise
or unwise actions, both in and beyond the United Nations, of the world’s
national governments — which between them possess such immense
power to act but are still so tragically unskilled at using it together.
The discovery seemed to be gradually spreading that there is also a big
nation, mankind, with a big national home, the Earth. But it remained
to be seen whether that big nation could frame and operate institutions
capable of acting on this discovery before time ran out.”
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Top Left to Right: Delegates debate home for new
UN body. India withdraws its candidacy in favour
of Nairobi; UNEPs current offices in the Kenyan
capital; New York — Developed Nations were urged
to withdraw their candidacies in favour of the
developing world.
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