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Ten Introductory conceptual remarks 
 

 

1 Global, Environment, Governance 

A discussion of Global Environmental Governance has to address all three elements 

of the title of the workpackage 5.3.1: the global, the environment and governance.  It 

is necessary to conceive and compose global environmental governance out of the 

three elements of the title. Globalization is a key issue of development at least since 

the economic, social and political transformations beginning in the 70s and 

particularly after the demise of actually existing Socialism in the course of the velvet 

revolutions after 1989. However, it should not be neglected that the understanding of 
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global environmental issues has been fostered by space-voyages at the end of the 

1960s which the first time in human history have allowed to observe the ecologically 

vulnerable “blue planet” from outside. The images of planet earth have had a 

decisive influence on the understanding of the global environment. Also 

transboundary effects in the course of economic globalisation have resulted in the 

transformation of formerly local, regional or national environmental problems into 

global ones. The solutions of environmental problems therefore also are assumed to 

be found on the global level, either in confidence on market processes, ingenuous 

technological developments, administrative expertise, or by developing governance 

mechanisms against the deterioration of the environment. The latter became one of 

the main objectives of the UNCED-process which started 1992 in Rio de Janeiro.  

 

2 Transformations of nature 

Globalisation comprises not only the monetary and value dimension of economic 

processes (value of world trade, of FDI, of financial flows etc.) but also their material 

basis, i.e. production and consumption, transportation, communication and finance. 

Thus, economic globalisation is a process of transformations of matter and energy, 

particularly of fossil energy. Transnational corporations have established commodity 

chains all across the world. Therefore, it is possible for them to locate production 

processes which are labour intensive in places where labour is cheap, or 

environmentally harmful processes in those places where environmental laws and 

regulations are lagging behind standards of the developed world.  

Consumption also has negative environmental effects, particularly with regard to the 

globalisation of the American way of life. The “westernisation” of he world follows, 

a model of consumption which intensively builds on a high degree of mobility, of 

space consumption, the establishment of the spatial fix of a huge nature consuming 

infrastructure. The environment therefore more and more is transformed into a built 

environment. The effects on natural reproduction on a local, a national or even on the 

global level mostly are negative. Global transportation is responsible for the 

consumption of huge amounts of fossil energy. Therefore transportation in the 

forseeable future will be the main economic sector responsible for an increase of 

CO2-emission and therefore for the aggravating climate crises. Preventive measures 
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are so difficult because they have to address the structures and processes of 

globalisation. 

On the first view it seems so as if services and finance do not exert negative effects 

on the environment. However, the assumption of a virtual economy of bits and bytes 

is a grand illusion. Financial markets exert financial repression on the real economy, 

enforce the debt-service of financial claims of creditors (banks and funds), which are 

only affordable in case of high real growth rates. Therefore, finance exerts indirectly 

a high pressure on the consumption of energy as well as of material resources. Some 

of them, like fossil energy (particularly petroleum) are running out. The 

controversies about “Peakoil” are decisive for an assessment of environmental 

problems and of the development of governance structure to deal with coming 

shortages of resources. The enforced consumption of resources results in higher 

emissions into the spheres of the planet and thus increase environmental problems. 

 

3 Totality and the holistic approach 

The environment embraces energy, climate, biodiversity, soils, water, woods, 

deserts, ice sheets, etc. Therefore, it is necessary to analyse the impact of human 

(above all: economic) activities on all these dimensions of the comprehensive 

environment. The complexity of nature and the positive and negative feed-back 

mechanisms between the dimensions of the environment only partly are known. 

Therefore, environmental policy has to be performed in the shadow of a high degree 

of insecurity. Human activities, particularly the economic ones and their effects on 

the natural processes are the central elements of the so called man-nature relationship 

(societal relation of man to ature), which refers to the totality of the social, political 

and economic system. Therefore, a profound understanding of environmental 

problems is so complicated. Only a holistic endeavour of integrating environmental 

aspects into discourses on economic and social policy, culture etc. enables a coherent 

understanding of environmental problems and can give advice for the elaboration of 

adequate political responses to the challenges of the ongoing ecological crisis. 
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4 Information and knowledge 

A further important aspect of the societal relation to nature is information about the 

impact of economic activities on the environment. In many respects it is even today 

not sufficient and comprehensive, although much scientific work has been invested 

into a better understanding of the dynamics of nature. The problem is that knowledge 

about the intertwined relations between nature, the economy, society and culture by 

principle are uncertain and incomplete. knowledge is confined, and because of the 

complex structures and feedback mechanisms of the environment nature still is an 

enigma for human beings. Paradoxically the ignorance increases in pace with the 

enlargement and deepening of our knowledge. We always know more about that 

what we do not know.  Data are often conflicting and the interpretations are 

contested by different social groups.  

Moreover, information depends on political interests, it is filtered by economic 

interests and it depends on the awareness of ordinary men. It is not warranted that 

early warnings on environmental damages are taken seriously and transformed into 

action. This has been shown in the analyses of the European Environmental Agency 

over the last hundred years (“late lessons from early warnings”). The authors of the 

EEA-study conclude with twelve lessons as a generalised consequence of the case 

studies: 

• “Acknowledge and respond to ignorance, as well as uncertainty and risk, in 
technology appraisal and public policy-making. 

• Provide adequate long-term environmental and health monitoring and 
research into early warnings. 

• Identify and work to reduce blind spots and gaps in scientific knowledge. 

• Identify and reduce interdisciplinary obstacles to learning. 

• Ensure that real world conditions are adequately accounted for in regulatory 
appraisal. 

• Systematically scrutinise the claimed justifications and benefits alongside the 
potential risks. 

• Evaluate a range of alternative options for meeting needs alongside the option 
under appraisal, and promote more robust, diverse and adaptable technologies 
so as to minimise the costs of surprises and maximise the benefits of 
innovation. 

• Ensure use of ’lay’ and local knowledge, as well as relevant specialist 
expertise in the appraisal. 
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• Take full account of the assumptions and values of different social groups. 

• Maintain the regulatory independence from interested parties while retaining 
an inclusive approach to information and opinion gathering. 

• Identify and reduce institutional obstacles to learning and action. 

• Avoid ’paralysis’ by analysis’ by acting to reduce potential harm when there 
are reasonable grounds for concern.” (Harremoës et al 2002) 

The catalogue of “late lessons” underlines the importance of civil society actors to be 

included into the regulation of the man-nature relationship. The role of science, too, 

cannot be underestimated. Environmental reporting is an important task in order to 

create transparency over the feed backs between human activities and nature. 

 

5 A heuristic scheme 

7 The analysis of global environmental governance has to follow the impact of 

human activities on the environment, the changes of the different subsystems of the 

environments triggered by human activities, the information about the changes, 

particularly the negative ones, in order to react politically on the changes of the state 

of the environment.  

This is the basic idea behind the heuristic OECD-scheme for the understanding of the 

relationship between the economic system, the environment and social and political 

agency. It is still useful today, although elaborated before the Rio-conference on 

environment and development. We present it in a modified and to our argument 

adapted manner. 
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The scheme exhibits the circular relationship between resources (inputs) and 

emissions into sinks (outputs). Resources are tapped in order to use them as inputs 

for the economic process, and they are in the course of the process transformed into 

emissions into the natural sphere. Production always and inevitably is “joint 

production” because the result not only consists of the intended product (use value), 

but also of the unintended side product, of “external effects”, mostly external 

diseconomies. Negative external effects are parts of the totality and dynamics of the 

“environmental space”. They make use of its “carrying capacity” and they affect it 

negatively. Beyond a certain limit the carrying capacity of the environmental space 

eventually shrinks. Knowledge on these processes is limited and influenced by 

social, political, economic interests. It also depends on the functioning of the 

scientific system. Transforming knowledge into information enables political and 

other agents to react on the challenges of the environment. 

 

6 Survival-, inefficiency-, lifestyle-emissions 

Economic actors operating in different sectors of the economy exert pressures on 

natural spheres, i.e. on the air, water, land, soils, on material, energetic and living 

resources (the biosphere). The economy includes production and services (firms) as 

well as consumption (households) and circulation (transportation and 

communication). The extent of economic pressures on ecological systems depends 

largely on (social) patterns of the organisation of labour and life. Therefore, it is apt 

to distinguish between (1) survival pressures on nature which only can be reduced to 

a minor extent, (2) inefficiency pressures which can be reduced by applying 

technological and organisational improvements in production, consumption and 

transportation and by regulative adjustments to ecological challenges, and (3) life 

style pressures which grow with people’s living standard (measured by per capita 

income) and the shift to “American” consumption patterns. They are, so to say, the 

unwelcome companion of decreasing survival pressures and increasing economic 

welfare. An analysis of the components contributing to CO2-emissions in the EU 

(15) clearly shows that between 1990 and 2002 CO2-emissions due to higher income 

increased by 19,8%, whereas CO2-emissions due to a change of the energy-mix and 

energy intensity decreased by 9,8% and 12,3% respectively.   
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7 “Survivalists” and “Cornucopians” and the problem of global justice 

On a global level basic normative issues also have to be mentioned. On the most 

general level, a decision has to be found between the so called “cornucopians” or 

prometheans” and the survivalists (Dryzek). In the case that the cornucopians are 

right nature is no external limit to human action (to production, consumption and 

growth) at all. In this discourse nature is quasi annihililated, and man creates like 

Prometheus did his own man made natural environment. If the “survivalists” are 

right, nature is a limiting system for human needs and labour and therefore the man-

nature transformations have carefully to be understood and regulated. Now, 

questions of global justice, ecological justice with regard to the ecological footprint, 

the role of poverty and wealth with regard to environmental governance come in. Is 

poverty responsible for environmental destruction (e.g. in the case of the tropical rain 

forests) or is wealth because of the big ecological footprint more destructive for the 

global environment, or is it rather the global contradiction between rich and poor 

people which is the driving force of environmental destruction? The answer on these 

questions is deeply dependent on the theoretical approach chosen. It has different and 

even contradictory political consequences. Neoliberals would argue, that the free 

market will deal with these problems and will offer adequate solutions. Concerned 

people will point on the necessities of politically managing a process of 

redistribution and of introducing environmental protection by movements, 

organisations, the state and global governance institutions. 

 

8 Responsibility and precaution 

It is important to develop principles of political action. One of the most convincing 

ones is the precautionary principle of environmental governance. Of course, the 

establishment of this principle pre-requisites normative considerations (it is based on 

the philosophy of the “principle responsibility” by Hans Jonas) and not only 

analytical ones. For, there are also other principles than that of precaution, e.g. the 

principle of increasing competitiveness of globally competing places, the principle of 

national sovereignty, etc. They are not always and under all circumstances 

compatible with the precautionary principle.  
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The insecure state of affairs is the reason for the introduction of the precautionary 

principle into environmental regulations. The Rio Declaration from 1992 stipulates 

that, where there are “threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of full scientific 

certainty shall not be used as a reason for postponing cost-effective measures to 

prevent environmental degradation.” In 1989 the EC referred to the precautionary 

principle when it banned the importation of U.S. hormone-fed beef, and in the 

Lisbon-strategy of 2000 the organization adopted the principle as a “full-fledged and 

general principle of international law.” Since then the precautionary principle is an 

important guideline of European environmental policy. 

 

9 Global Environmental Governance 

The analysis of institutions, movements of civil society, of regimes and of the role of 

nation states and of international organisations on the background of the just 

mentioned aspects forms the centre piece of “traditional” discourses on global 

environmental governance. However, doubts are justified concerning the 

reconciliation of a policy of sustainability and economic processes of globalisation. 

This fundamental problem very clearly has been pointed out during the World 

Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg 2002. Alternative 

renewable energies and compatible technical devices only allow slower growth, more 

decentralised economic structures, smaller units of production and thus have a 

dampening impact on globalisation and growth. The EU however decided (Lisbon-

strategy) to increase the efforts to grow into the most competitive region in the world 

economy and simultaneously to respect the conditionality of environmental 

sustainability. The simultaneous realisation of these contradictory goals is a difficult, 

if not impossible task. For, ecological sustainability is not simply compatible with 

economic sustainability, taken the dominant paradigm of production and 

consumption, of labour- and life-conditions, i.e. the dominant time-space-regime for 

given.  

The “win-win”-constellation, which is the centrepiece of environmental policy of the 

EU Commission, therefore, cannot easily be achieved. The basic assumption of a 

reconciliation between environmental requirements and economic necessities has to 

be substituted by a policy concept, which aims in the long run at not only increasing 
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the efficiency of ecological transformations (“efficiency-revolution”) but also to 

transform the production and consumption patterns (“sufficiency-revolution”), 

including transport-systems, urban structures, the agricultural systems and – last not 

least - human quotidian behaviour. Such a deep change only can be achieved by 

stimulating the active participation of civil society. Therefore, environmental policy 

is not an additional policy field of European or national government actions but a 

new and comprehensive mode of governance of the economy and society under the 

constraints of the human-nature relationship. This basic assumption has been adopted 

by the secretariat of the WSSD by means of the establishment of so called “Type II”-

partnerships between governments, local authorities, corporations and civil society 

actors. 

 

10 Four alternative principles of environmental governance 

Taken these general caveats into account, environmental regulation has different 

points of reference and follows different approaches. First, it can aim at leaving 

nature untouched by human interventions, as “deep ecology” pretends. But it is not 

possible to follow this line because nature today is deeply characterized by external 

effects of the past, by the already produced “general conditions of production and 

consumption (in the sense of James O’Connor and David Harvey). Nature is not 

nature as such, but a capitalistically produced nature. Therefore environmental 

regulation only can be conceived as part of economic, political, social regulation.  

However and secondly, a decision has to be taken over the objectives of 

environmental regulation. One objective can be to minimize the human impact on 

nature in order to minimize negative external effects. This is the starting point of 

many environmental regulations, e.g. of the Ozone-layer-protocol, the Basle 

convention on solid waste, the CFW-agreement or of the Kyoto-protocol. The Kyoto 

Protocol and the subsequent climate policy are a good example of the mitigation 

approach. This option is also contained in biodiversity policy, which claims to reduce 

the degree of the extinction of species and not to completely stop it. Mitigation is no 

method of completely avoiding ecological degradation, it is aimed at reducing 

environmental grievances and possibly at prolonging the time span in which more 

radical measures for the protection of the environment can be taken. The mitigation 
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approach follows the assumption that there is a zone of compromise between 

economic and social requirements and the constraints exerted by the natural 

environment.  

The question then comes up, whether the regulative measures are sufficient with 

regard to the objectives or not. If they are not sufficient and environmental 

destruction proceeds, another third approach of environmental governance comes in, 

mostly not on the global but on the national level. This is the protection or insulation 

of human societies against the negative environmental effects and repercussions on 

the living conditions of man. The degradation and even destruction of the natural 

environment as an inevitable by-product of the creation of wealth is understood as a 

necessary and inevitable by-product of modernity. In theoretical terms, this 

assumption is included in the externalities-concept of economics. Modern societies 

dispose on many levers in order to adjust to human-made environmental constraints 

and to adapt technologies and political institutions or social rules to new 

environmental challenges. Here, society is the centre of concern; nature is an external 

reality against which human societies have to protect themselves. Against the rise of 

the sea level men build higher dams, against the consequences of harmful weather 

conditions an adjustment of the architecture of buildings and of urban planning can 

be helpful. It is obvious that rich societies have much more capacities of adjustment 

than poor societies. In the current global situation the victims of natural disasters in 

poor world regions are much more numerous than in richer world regions. The 

strategic choice of adaptation and adjustment creates new divides and conflicts 

between the rich and the poor in the world. This is the lesson of the hurricane 

Katrina. The poor also exist in rich countries and they are environmentally much 

more exposed than the rich. The insulation-strategy, therefore, is very conflict prone 

because it is dependent on the wealth of nations and the wealth is unevenly 

distributed in the globalised world. 

Therefore, another and fourth environmental governance-option beyond deep 

ecology, mitigation and insulation should normatively be taken into consideration. 

Environmental governance is designed for the transformation of the societal relation 

of man to nature based on fossil energy into an alternative one based on renewable 

energy. Environmental governance has to address different dimensions of societal 

changes, efficiency as well as sufficiency and a new “alliance” between society and 
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nature. In a next step it is necessary to derive from this general norm of 

environmental governance concrete subsequent measures on all levels, from the local 

to the global, and including all actors, from the polity, the economy and civil society.  

 


