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The comparative advantage of non-govemmenta/ organisations (NGOs) in the lields 
of environment and development Is increasingly being acknowledged by the inter­
nat/onal community. The 1992 UNCED olfers a unique opportunity for exploring the 
ways NGO complementarity can assist in tackling the problems of moving towarcl 
more sustainable lifestyles. This paper looks at how NGOs can contribute to the 
debate on sustainable development, what !hey can actually do to coordinate ways of 
aChieving greater sustainability, and the potential for this wi!hin the UNCED process. 

Introduction 
The forthcoming Unlted Nations Conference on Environment and Development 

(UNCED) is aiming to build on the publie prominence afforded to environmental 
Issues, largely through the elforts of non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and 
seeure a more sustainable form of development in both Industrialized and developing 
countries (porntt 1991, Tapper 1991).1 The issues involved in attaining such objee­
tives are complex and multi-seetoral in their nature. Environmental degradation 
operates at the global, regional, national and loeal levels, requiring international 
coordination of national policies and praetices to effeetively addressed the problem. 
For such an approach to have even the slightest chance 01 success It needs the 
commitment and parlidpation 01 all those who "use" the environment, In effeet the 
whole 01 human kind. Thls requires overcoming North-South polarization 01 views and 
providing a mechanism to ladlitate the publle taking an aetive part in the decision 
making process. 

Non-governmental organisations have been recognised by many groups (Koh 
1991, Sand 1990), including the UNCED seeretaeat (UNCED 1990b), as Important 
aetors in attaining sustalnable development goals. This role Is acknowledged bytheir 
Involvement in the negoliating process for the Earth Summit, wh ich was lormalised 
at the second session 01 the preparatory meetings in Geneva. The International 
Facilitating Committee 01 the Independent Seetors (IFC) and the International NGO 
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Steering Committee have also been established to coordlnate and strengthen NGO 
activities lor the Rio conlerence. 

This paper seeks to examine what, and how, NGOs can contribute to achieving 
sustainable development goals, and the implications 01 this lor their participation in 
the UNCEO process. 

I. Moving toward sustalnability 

Environmental degradation Is largely recognised as a produet 01 our patterns 01 
economie development (Strong 1991 a), and underdevelopment. It cannot be attribu­
ted to specilie "faults' resulting Irom the development models pursued, rather it is an 
integrated process Involving poverty, inequitable distribution 01 wealth, wasteful 
lifestyles and population growth (Wheeler 1990). However, deriving a new soeial 
paradigm that reconciles human choice, equity and communlty ethics with the natural 
wortd and the rlghts of future generations, is a difficult and contentious step to make 
(Engel 1990). Adaptlng to such changes In thinking, in both North and South, is 
unlikely to corne easily. At the publie level, transformations of human activity to help 
proted the environment are necessary, whether Imposed legally or sought vOluntarily 
(WCEO 1987). Unfortunately, much of the preparatory debate for the Earth Summit, 
involving representatives of govemments, industry and International bodies continu­
es to reaftirm the conventional wisdom on conservation and development (Karten 
1991 ). 

The UNCEO process ofters a unique opportunity to set a new agenda lor 
governments, International organisations and NGO's to move towards overcoming 
these barriers. However, the negotiators are laced with a formidable task H they are 
to produce global accords that do not simply reaftirm the conventional conflict 
beIWeen conservation and development (Korten 1991), but that promote truly sustai­
nable development In the 21 st century. Central to thls process, both within the 
UNCEO negoHations and beyond are: increasing International awareness; enhaneing 
the flow ofinlormation for decision making; setting realistiestandards and action plans 
to proted the environment; and prornoting cooperatlon to allow all nations access to 
the means to Implement any UNCEO accords (UNCEO 1990b). NGOs can playa 
vital role In achlevlng these objedlves, drawlng on thelr strengths In advocacy, and 
capacitles for Innovation, model building and experimentation (Annis 1990). 

11. NGO advocated initiatives tor sustainability 

Accepting a broad-based definition of sustainability; that development should meet 
human needs, allow continued economie growth and preserve the environment 
(Redelift 1991), nacessitates aseries 01 changes to enable the translation of UN­
CEO's objectlves into operational reality. NGOs have important roles to play in 
contributlng to these changes. 

Independent Institutions have built-up considerable experience and knowledge in 
the areas of environment and development (Koh 1991). As much NGO research has 
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been shaped by loeal level needs (Muntemba 1989), it represents a particularly 
valuable resoures lor govemments and Intemational bodies seeking to understand 
and implement sustainable development InitiatiVes. 

As was mentioned in the beginning 01 thls article NGOs have also been instru­
mental in bringing environmental issues to the centre 01 the political agenda (Koh 
1991). Advocacy activities 01 groups, such as Greenpeace and Friends 01 the Earth, 
have raised both public and political awareness 01 the inequities in tOday's world, and 
the changes required for greater sustainability. 

The first of these is a just international economic system (lCVA 1991). This 
requires major world trade relorm (ELCI 1991), including the reduetion of protectio­
nism and improved terms of Irade for raw materials (Averous 1991, Long 1991). 
However, these measures nead to be tempered by the concerns of environmental 
conservation. For example, national trade measures to preserve ecosystems or 
species should be allowed, as in the case of the US ban on importing tuna caught by 
drift net fishing (Vidall 991).2 This, in conjunetion with the implementation 01 a pricing 
system that relleets the true scarcity of natural resources, would encourage exporting 
nations to manage thelr natural resources lor long-term sustainability (Wheeler 1 991). 

In direet contrast to this, however, the current Uruguay round 01 the General 
Agreements on Tariffs and Trade (GA TI) is advocating free-trade legislation that 
would overrule such 'environmental proteetionism' (Arden-Clarke 1991). This poten­
tial international policy contradiction has been brought onto the environmental 
agenda, almost solely, through concerted lobbying by NGO groups (Arden-Clark 
1991, Vidal 1991). 

A second pre-requisite lor sustainability Is the adaptation 01 lifestyles in the 
industrialized nations, as weil as those of the South (de Zoysa 1991, Strong 1991 b). 
Many Northern governments, the US and UK being prime examples (Ghazi 1991 , 
Porritt 1991), remain skeptieal as to the threats posed by overconsumption of 
resources, and high levels of pollution, in their own countries. The primacy of 
economic considerations discourages governments making any real commitment to 
preserving the environment for future generations (porritt 1991). As a result they 
appear reluetant to introduce pricing policies (such as energy taxes, lor example) or 
legislation to change domestie patterns of resource use to proteet the global com­
mons (Summers 1992). 

In terms 01 publie inlluencing policy makers, NGO's have been important conduits 
lor public opinion, presenting alternatives to the government view (Koh 1991). 

A third measure to ensure that development Is likely to be sustainable Is that it 
must also be participatory. This requires loeal access to, and control 01, resources 
(Korten 1991, Redclilt 1991). Accompanying legal requirements, such as secure land 
tenure, In many developing countries, and independent publie bodies to enlores 
control measures In induslrialized countries (Averous 1991), are also importan!. 
'Primary environmental care',3 highlighting prevention and local action on environ­
mental issues, offers a potentially effeetive strategy for achieving these aims (ICVA 
1 991). It centers on grassroots initiatives with local aetors integrating heaith and 
soeio-economic needs, utilizing and expanding local knowledge (Wheeler 1990). 
Although having a developing country loeus the prineiples 01 PEC would be applicable 
in any area requiring a preventative and participatory approach. 
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Traditionally NGOs have experienced the greatest successes with this type 01 
development projeel (Annis 1990). Developing community based-capacity lor orga­
nisation, promoting popular participation and determining the needs 01 the paarest 
sectors 01 society are areas in whlch NGOs have developad a comparative advantage 
over the government in many countries (Fowler 1991). 

111. NGO actions for sustainabie development 

DespIle receiving only $4.5bn In ollicial development assistance In 1989 (Annis 
1990) - about 1/1 Oth 01 the total OECD ald In that year - Southern NGOs are 
galning Inereased recognition lor thelr environment and development activities (Beck­
mann 1991)_ Along wllh many, more establlshed Northern, and International groups, 
this has led to the growth In impartance 01 the Independent sector (Muntemba 19B9). 

The seelor may be diverse in Its range 01 geographical representation, aetivities 
(e.g. research, advocacy, ete.), lorm 01 organisation (I.e. popular or non-popular 
membershlp), and sectoral representatlon (e.g. development, Indigenous peoples, 
ete.) , but Hs members all share an emphasis on Ideas. Networklng, grassroots 
support, inlormation exchange and lobbying skills equlp the independent sector to 
make signiliesnt contributions to susta/nable development within the UNCED process 
(ICVA 1991), and beyond. 

A. NGO nBtworking 

Creating IInkages, both horizontal, to wlden the scope 01 Individual groups ellorts, 
and vertlesl, to ralse publie concerns with governments and International bodies is 
perhaps one 01 the key roles 01 NGOs (ICVA 1991). 

The Independent seelor has organised a whole range 01 networklng aelivitles, 
complementary to the UNCED process, as weil as participating In the aetual prep­
coms. NGOs have collaborated on various undertakings, induding: the eslablishment 
01 the I FC; organisating a conlerence to put lorward the ideas and praelicaJ experten­
ces 01 NGOs as a position paper lor the Earth Summlt, and; arranging the Global 
Forum, aseries 01 events to run in parallel to the Rio meetings in June. There have 
also been many individual NGO initiatives on networking. 

The IFC tunils hortzontal and verticaJ networking roles, aeling as a lorum lor 
independent sector dlalogue. It serves as a 'dearing hause' lor Inlormation on the 
diverse range 01 NGO aclivitles lor UNCED, produdng the Network '92 newsletter, 
In conjunction wlth The Centre lor our Common Future, to disseminate inlormation. 
Its vertlesl networklng Indudes a mandate to laster the "fair and ellective participation" 
01 NGOs in the UNCED process (Network '92, 1991). 

Similarly, the "Roots 01 the Future" conlerence, organlsed by the NGO International 
Steering Committee In Paris In mid-December 1991, gave NGO representatives 
(around 1000 delegates attended) the opportunity to determine their major contribu­
tions to the UNCED debate on susta/nable developmenl. It also enabled the ereation 
01 links between Northem and Southern groups, stimulating a dialogue and interchall-
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ge 01 ideas that has olten eluded these groups at the governmental level (Bayon 
1991 ). 

It remains to be seen rt such a process 01 productive debate can be replicated 
within UNCED itsen, through the participation 01 NGO representatives, and the 
acceptance 01 their more holistic appreciation 01 the problems 01 environmental 
degradation and poverty. Given the importance 01 the NGO community in relation to 
governments and international bOdies, this hope may seem rather unlikely. However, 
!wo lactors may change this situation. Firstly, there is currently deadlock between 
North and South over key issues, such as elimate change and lorest protection 
(Brown 1991 b). Secondly, there is also an increasing recognition 01 the comparative 
advantage 01 NGOs in addressing environmental and development problems, by 
governments and organisations such as the World Bank (Beckmann 1991, Fowler 
1991). 

B. Grassroots approachas 

The approach 01 NGOs working at the grassroots level has done much to loster 
the popular participation necessary to suslain projeet benelits over time (Fowler 
1991). Many groups have sought to learn lrom what is actually happening in a 
community; what works, and what does not, and what are the problems, as perceived 
by local people (Annls 1990). This elose working relationship also facilitates a more 
efticient and eftective delivery of necessary extern al resources (Fowler 1991). The 
inlormation generated in this way, from direct users, can then be channelled upwards 
to policy makers, allowing them to make decisions more appropriate to the local reality 
(Muntemba 1989). 

To achieve sustainability at the global level also requlres participatlon at the local 
level, and decisions based on loeal reality. The example of grassroots development 
highlights the importance of public participation in the UNCED process, and NGO's 
role in stimulating It (ICVA 1991). To set realistic standards and derive appropriate 
plans of action to protect the environment requires a knowledge and understanding 
01 public opinlon and behaviour (Clark 1989). Traditional 'top-down' decision making 
does not lacilitate thls approach to policy formulation (Prins 1990). The 'bottom-up' 
style of decision making, pioneered by many grassroots NGOs, gives people a say 
in decisions that will influence their lives and encourages agiobaI outlook (Korten 
1990). It thus has a potentially important role to play in the UNCED process. 

The challenge for such NGOs, however, is to remain accountable to their consti­
tuencies and to avoid the bureaucracy associated with larger bodies operating on the 
international stage (Brown, L. D. 1991). 

C. Information col/ection and dissemination 

NGO's have been instrumental in raising awareness of environmental problems 
by gathering and distributing information to the general pUblic, governments and 
international bodies. It is also increasingly acknowledged that governments neither 
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have all the answers (Koh 1991), nor da they have sufficient lunds to determine public 
responses to pollcies In many developing countries (Fowler 1991). 

U has been Identilied above that the Independent sector plays a central role In 
inlormation exchange on environment and development issues. For example, Inter­
national Union lor the Conservation 01 Nature (IUCN) has developed a vast envlron­
mental knowledge base, representing a valuable resource lor the groups working on 
the Earth Charter and Agenda 21 documents lor the Earth Summit. 

Within the UNCED process there has also been NGO involvement In several areas 
01 the national reports submllted to the secretariat. For the most part, NGOs have 
brought the popular perspective to the diseussions. For exarnple, by holding public 
enquiries (Network '92, 1991). This has been particularly valuable in countries with 
limlted resources to devote to assessing the state 01 their national environment. 

An emerging role lor the Inlormation gatherlng activities 01 NGOs is in overseelng 
any environmental dlrectives that may emerge tram the Earth Summlt. Thls would 
require that the knowledge bese be sustained and expanded, partieulany in the South, 
to enable independent groups to take an active pert in monitoring and evaluating 
international and national accords (Sand 1990). 

D. Labbying 

The Inlormation gatherlng and research activitles 01 NGOs has enabled them to 
become very effective In advocacy lor sustainable development goals (Yap 1990). 
By mobilizing public oplnion and lobbying politicIans, industry and international 
badies, NGO activists have achieved progress towards sustainable management 01 
natural resources. Thls IncIudes action on the protection 01 tropical lorests, promotion 
01 energy conservation, displacement 01 Indlgenous peoples and the Importance 01 
envlronmental Impact assessments (Guest 1991 a). For exarnple, groups such as the 
Wand Wlde Fund lor Nature and Friends of the Earth are thought to have been 
instrumental in gettlng the Wond Bank to change Its policy on tropicaJ lorestry (Brown, 
P. 1991 a). Pressure exerted dlrectly, as welt as through the US cangress, has caused 
the Bankto Incorporate envlronmental cancems Into Its lending policy (Guest 1991 b). 

IV. The potential of NGOs to carry out these roles 

There has tradltlonally been only limited cooperation between the different types 
01 NGO, resulting Iram thelr malnly sectoral loeus (Yap 1990). However, as the NGOs 
themselves have worked towards sustainable development goals, they have recog­
nlsed the Integrated nature 01 the problems that they are dealing with, and the need 
lor cooperatlon to derive appropriate solutions (ICVA 1989). NGOs are now emerging 
with coheslve policy statements and plans lor collaboration on sustalnable develop­
ment. Doeuments such as 'Making Common Cause Internationally", publlshed by the 
International CouncIl 01 Voluntary AgencIes, and events such as the Roots 01 the 
Future conlerence lIIustrate the advances that are being made. 

Whlle NGOs have ciearly achieved much In furthering the debate and practioe 01 
sustainable development, they remain a diverse collection 01 largely autonomaus 
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groups. They should not be portrayed 01 Ihe saviours 01 the environment, nor can 
they be seen as a way 01 by-passing governments (Fowler 1991) to achieve 
sustainability. What NGOs do have is a complementarily to governments, as iIIustra­
ted in the above discussion 01 their activities. If NGOs are to inlluence the Earth 
Summit talks, and play effec\ive roles in Ihe adoption 01 sustainable development at 
the global level, they must recognise their comparative advantages and build institu­
tional capacity to work in these areas. 

NOTES 

1 The conference has four main goals. It seeks to: produce an Earth Charter that will set out 
basic principles for guiding human economic and environmental behaviour; draw up a plan 
01 action, Agenda 21, for the major areas influencing environmental and economic interac­
tion; designats financiat and technological resources to implement Agenda 21 globally, and; 
increase the institutionaJ capacity to implement the decisions taken by the oonference 
(UNCED 1990a). 

2 Drift net fishing endangers dolphins. which lend to swim above the large schools of tuns that 
commercial fishermen seek. 

3 This strategie approach to community based-environmental management was submitted to 
Ihe OECD's Development Assistaneo Committee (DAC) by l!aly in 1990. Based on Ihe 
Italians experlence in a range cf developing countries it gives priority to the basic needs of 
the poer, while seeking ways ot safeguarding and regenerating natural resources. It is 
currently being integrated into DAC policy guidelines (Wheeler 1990). 
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