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Juan Somavia: Doing the job
Decent Work provides the road to a greener, fairer and sustainable world.

HELLE THORNING-SCHMIDT: Unique Opportunity 
Rio+20 must map out the road to a green and sustainable future from which all 
countries will benefit.

Sha Zukang: The Future we Want
Rio+20 must make firm decisions that improve the lives of the poor and help 
humanity live within the carrying capacity of the planet.

MAURICE STRONG: Changing course
Rio +20 presents an unparalleled opportunity to rise above immediate 
preoccupations and switch from a path that threatens humanity’s very future.

Richard Branson: Good business
The green economy presents of one of the biggest entrepreneurial opportunities of 
our lifetimes.

Margaret Chan: Healthy Development
Health contributes to sustainable development, benefits from it, and provides a 
good measure of progress in achieving it.

Rita Mishaan: Good governance
Rio +20 must generate and strengthen a new framework of international institu-
tions for sustainable development.

JOSEPH ALCAMO: Mind the Gap
Our Planet talks to Chief Scientist, Joseph Alcamo, about the gap between science 
and policy, and how to bridge it.

CHARLES  DAVIES and NEEYATI PATEL: 
Targeting goals
A new report identifies the lack of measurable targets and data as 
an important reason for the international communities failure to 
make enough progress on environmental concerns.
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Global Outlook on Sustainable Consumption and Production Policies: Taking Action Together
The Global Outlook on Sustainable Consumption and Production (SCP) Policies, developed by 
the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) with the financial support of the European 
Commission, provides a non-exhaustive review of policies and initiatives that are promoting the 
shift towards SCP patterns. This report identifies examples of effective policies and initiatives being 
implemented worldwide. It reviews 56 case studies ranging from global multilateral agreements 
and regional strategies to specific policies and initiatives and shows progress achieved in promoting 
SCP, highlighting best practices and offering recommendations to scale up and replicate these 
important efforts.

Moving Towards a Climate Neutral UN: 
The UN System’s Footprint and Efforts to Reduce It (2011 edition) 
The most recent analysis of the UN’s performance in implementing the UN’s Climate 
Neutral Strategy. The report includes the details of the greenhouse gas emissions for 
54 entities in 2010, as well as a breakdown of emissions by activity. It also 
details progress in reducing emissions and plans for the future. With a Foreword 
by UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, and a Preface by the UNEP Executive Director, 
Achim Steiner, this report is the first and last word in the UN’s sustainability 
performance to date. 

21 Issues for the 21st Century: 
Results of the UNEP Foresight Process on Emerging Environmental Issues 
The UNEP Foresight Report contains a description of the 21 emerging environmental issues 
identified through the UNEP Foresight Process. 

The process, which was led by the UNEP Chief Scientist with support from UNEP Division of Early 
Warning and Assessment, involved the identification of emerging issues by UNEP colleagues and 
a Foresight Panel comprising of 22 distinguished members of the scientific community cutting 
across a wide spectrum of environmental related disciplines and world regions; the debating and 
prioritisation of the identified issues by the Foresight Panel; the scoring of prioritised issues via 
an electronic consultation involving more than 400 scientists worldwide; and a further debating 
and ranking of the final list of issues by the Foresight Panel, putting into consideration the 
outcome of the electronic consultation. 

Towards a Life Cycle Sustainability Assessment: 
Making informed choices on products
Every day, unsustainable patterns of consumption, unsustainable production 
methods and population growth challenge the resilience of the planet to 
support human activities. At the same time, inequalities between and 
within societies remain high, leaving billions with unmet basic human needs 
and a disproportionate vulnerability to global environmental change. 
To counteract this trend, UNEP and SETAC have worked together to develop 

Towards a Life Cycle Sustainability Assessment. This has been achieved through the UNEP/SETAC 
Life Cycle Initiative.

Green Growth, Resources and Resilience: Environmental Sustainability in Asia and the Pacific 
This UNEP report describes an evolving policy landscape characterised by a changing economic 
reality, rising demand for resources, increasingly apparent impacts of environmental and climate 
change, and increased risk and uncertainty.

The report provides new insights into Asian and Pacific resource use trends and outlines key 
actions, including reforming economic incentives and promoting more inclusive and adaptive 
governance approaches, that governments can pursue to help bring economic growth strategies 
in closer alignment with the objective of sustainable development. It also provides examples of 
strategies for improving resilience to help deal with the increasing levels of risk faced by societies 
and economies.
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reflections

Achim Steiner 
UN Under-Secretary-General and 
Executive Director, UNEP

For 40 years World Environment Day (WED) has 
been the United Nations’ principle vehicle for raising 
awareness across communities, cities, countries 
and continents on environmental issues, after being 
established at the Stockholm Conference on the 
Human Environment — which also founded UNEP.

And for 40 years WED has brought to the world’s 
attention evolving and pressing challenges that 
everyone faces as a result of rising environmental 
degradation, pollution and unsustainable patterns of 
consumption and production.

In 1974 — the first year WED had a dedicated theme, 
with the banner ‘Only One Earth’ — the headline 
underlined a simple but still relevant fact: humanity has 
only one home, and thus it is prudent to look after it.

In 1989 the issue of climate change was raised through 
the WED theme ‘Global Warming: Global Warning’.

In the 1990s WED made the links between poverty and 
the environment and expressed rising concern over the 
seas and oceans.

In 2003 a key Millennium Development Goal was 
brought to the fore under the hard hitting slogan 
‘Water—Two Billion People are Dying for It!’

Recent WEDs have perhaps changed in character, 
reflecting much more sharply the urgency of bringing 
the environmental, social and economic strands in the 
DNA of sustainable development far closer together 
through the lens of a Green Economy.

Take ‘Kick the Habit—Towards a Low Carbon Economy’ 
in 2008 and ‘Forests—Nature at Your Service’ in 2011 
for example.

The banner for WED 2012 represents not only one 
of the overarching themes for Rio+20 — a Green 
Economy in the context of sustainable development 
and poverty eradication — but it speaks to the issue of 
equity that any transformation of the global economy 
must address.

‘Green Economy—Does It Include You?’ is also addressed 
to nations preparing for Rio+20 — two decades after the 
Rio Earth Summit. 

It urges all leaders — alongside ministers, companies 
and civil society delegates — attending to join in 
delivering an outcome that generates opportunity 
and work for the underemployed and unemployed in 
a way that keeps humanity’s footprint within planetary 
boundaries. Rio+20 needs to be a defining moment 
that puts in place the action and the pathways to realise 
a sustainable 21st century. 

Everyone on this planet has a stake in that. So let us 
make this year’s WED, happening just weeks before 
the Summit, the moment when citizens everywhere get 
out and act for a positive outcome.

So that 20 and 40 years from now the WED themes 
are less warnings of environmental decay and more 
celebrations of the way the prospects for seven billion 
people — rising to over nine billion by 2050 — on our 
Only One Earth have prospered since 2012.



Twenty years ago the first United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro placed 
sustainable development on the international agenda. Now 
the world convenes again at the Rio+20 Conference in the 
same city to bring sustainability into a new era. 
 
The world population passed 7 billion last year. By 2050 we 
expect that count to rise to 9 billion people. In the course 
of the next 20 years, it is estimated, the global demand for 
resources will grow 40-60 per cent. The pressure on our 
global natural resources and ecosystems will be enormous. 
If we do nothing, the basis of our economy will begin to 
erode. At the same time climate change and environmental 
degradation will present challenges to people everywhere 
on our planet. 
 
The EU and its member states see the Rio+20 Conference 
as a unique opportunity to secure renewed political 
commitment to sustainable development and to achieve 
concrete and ambitious results. The EU has been proactive 
in advancing an ambitious agenda for Rio+20.
 

Unique 									       
				     opportunity

Helle Thorning-Schmidt
Prime Minister of Denmark
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The EU has proposed a green 
economy roadmap as an operational 
outcome in Rio. This should 
include deadlines for specific 
goals, objectives and actions 
as a significant contribution to 
sustainable development and 
poverty eradication, covering a broad 
range of areas such as energy, 
water, agriculture, oceans, cities and 
chemicals. Cross-cutting issues such 
as eliminating harmful subsidies, 
green tax reforms and innovative 
finance should also be addressed. 
A green economy roadmap will 
be a set of routes to sustainable 
development, where some pathways 
are in common, but where countries 
take individual tracks in accordance 
with their particular needs and 
circumstances. Individual countries 
will receive coordinated advice and 
technical assistance from the UN 
system and international financial 
institutions to help them carry out 
their tailor-made plans for greening 
the economy. We see this proposal 
as holding serious potential for 
advancing the global transition 
towards green economy.
 
But governments cannot advance 
a global green transition on 
their own. It requires dedicated 
involvement and commitment 
from all stakeholders. The EU 
emphasises that private sector 
and civil society play key roles 
in delivering green growth and 
promoting sustainable consumption 
and production through investments, 
public-private partnerships and 
research and innovation. 
 
Substantial participation from civil 
society and the private sector is 
also expected in Rio. These groups 
will make important contributions at 
the Conference and facilitate new 
insights, new inspiration and new 
partnerships among all stakeholders. 
The Brazilian hosts have set up 
nine roundtables with prominent 
representatives from the business 
world, the scientific community 
and NGOs, tasked to come up with 

recommendations for the high-
level segment in areas such as food 
security, sustainable development 
for poverty eradication and energy. 
 
We also need a new way to measure 
economic growth that fully takes 
into account the use of our planet’s 
resources and which integrates 
economic, social and environmental 
dimensions in a balanced manner. 
If we cut down all our forests 
and catch all our fish we may see 
immediate economic growth, but at 
the same time we 
will be undermining 
our future growth 
potential. This is why 
the EU believes that 
we must agree to 
develop indicators 
complementing 
GDP, which integrate 
all dimensions of 
sustainability in a 
balanced manner. 
We need a measure 
that gives us a 
true illustration of 
progress. We need to 
know if we are on the 
right track towards sustainability. 
 
In order to establish global 
sustainability goals and tackle 
future challenges we need a 
strong international governance 
structure. Reforming the institutional 
framework for sustainable 
development is necessary and 
a high priority for the EU in Rio. 
The EU has suggested upgrading 
the status of the United Nations 
Environment Programme. This 
will enable the UN system to 
respond more effectively to 
environmental needs in the context 
of sustainable development. 
 
Denmark has demonstrated 
that economic growth does not 
necessarily lead to an increasing 
use of resources. During the past 
three decades the Danish economy 
has grown significantly while energy 
consumption has remained virtually 

constant. Since the 1980s the share 
of renewable energy in final energy 
consumption has been steadily rising 
and now amounts to approximately 
22 per cent. Recently, we approved a 
new national energy strategy which 
entails a 34 per cent reduction 
of greenhouse gas emissions by 
2020 (measured in 1990-levels) 
and provides for the construction 
of major new wind farms whose 
combined effect will be equivalent 
to the energy consumption of 1½ 
million Danish homes. Our goal 

is that Denmark’s 
energy consumption 
will be 100 per cent 
renewable by 2050. 
 
UN Secretary 
General Ban 
Ki-moon has 
put forward an 
initiative to achieve 
“Sustainable Energy 
for All” by 2030. 
It is an ambitious 
plan with concrete 
goals for renewable 
energy, energy 
efficiency and 

access to energy. I hope that other 
countries, private companies and 
civil society organizations will find 
inspiration from Denmark’s example 
in this area and commit to the 
Secretary-General’s initiative in Rio. 
And commitment is needed 
if we are to secure a global 
transition to a green economy — 
a transition that all countries stand 
to gain from, regardless of their 
level of development. 
 
We do not want a world where 
competition for scarce resources 
creates strife and conflict among 
countries or in countries. 
We want a world where we 
create and share economic 
growth based on sustainability 
principles and on harnessing the 
opportunities inherent in a future 
of ever more scarce resources — 
for our own sake and for the sake 
of future generations.

“A Green Economy roadmap 

will be 

a set of routes 

to sustainable development, 

where some pathways are 

in common, 

but where countries take 

individual tracks 

in accordance with 

their particular needs 

and circumstances.” 
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Twenty years ago, in June 1992, world 
leaders gathered in Rio de Janeiro for 
a landmark event: the United Nations 
Conference on Environment and 
Development (the Rio Earth Summit). 
Its historic outcomes sparked an 
unprecedented sense of enthusiasm 
and optimism. Agreement was 
reached on important conventions 
and principles, addressing such issues 
as biodiversity, climate change and 
forests. The Earth Summit sent a 
message that working together can 
lead to solutions.

Twenty years later, the world has 
changed in ways we could have 
never predicted. There have been 
great advances in global economic 
growth, life expectancies and poverty 
reduction. The way we communicate 

and do business has been significantly 
revolutionised. Information and 
communication technologies have 
opened new pathways and channels 
for education, communication  
and entrepreneurship. 

Yet, at the same time, new challenges 
have emerged and old ones have 
intensified. We’ve added approximately 
2.5 billion people to the globe and 
are projected to reach  nine billion 
by 2050. Meanwhile, the natural 
capital that underpins our livelihoods 
is significantly diminishing. Climate 
change and its impacts have 
become more profound; there are 
new challenges related to water and 
food security; a global financial and 
economic crisis hindered progress in 
some areas of human development; 

and unsustainable consumption and 
production patterns have accelerated, 
causing damage that, in some cases, 
is irreversible to our natural heritage. 

In 1992, Rio set us on the direction 
of a more balanced, sustainable 
future; yet we have not figured out 
how to stay on course and how 
to translate principles into action. 
Progress in implementation has been 
found seriously lacking. This is why 
the United Nations Conference on 
Sustainable Development (Rio+20) 
arrives not a moment too soon. Heads 
of State and Government, business, 
and civil society will gather once 
again to recommit to the promises 
they made in 1992 and to put us 
on a sustainable path. Our global 
challenges and our jointly tied 

The future 
we wantSha Zukang 

Secretary-General of the United Nations 
Conference on Sustainable Development
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