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Rio+20: Earth Summit 2012 

Three milestone events define the history of 
international dialogue on environment and 
development: the Stockholm Conference in 
1972, the Rio 'Earth Summit' in 1992, and the 
Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable 
Development (WSSD) of 2002.  

Rio+20, from 4 to 6 June 2012, will mark 20 years 
since the Rio Earth Summit of 1992. 

The significance of Rio+20 
The United Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP) was created as a result of the 
Stockholm Conference. The 1992 Rio 
conference culminated in the landmark Rio 
Declaration on Environment and Development 
and Agenda 21 (a management plan for the 
conservation of biodiversity and the 
environment). It also paved the way for two 
multilateral environmental agreements: the 
Convention on Biological Diversity and the UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change. 
When world leaders came together again in 
2002 for the WSSD they produced the 
Johannesburg Declaration and the 
Johannesburg Plan of Implementation which 
defined means to achieve Agenda 21 and the 
Millennium Development Goals. Some hope 
that in the tradition of these previous 
conferences Rio+20 will renew global political 
commitment to sustainable development. 

Sustainable development 
Used – some say overused – since the 1980s, 
'sustainable development' (SD) lacks a 
universally accepted definition. This evolving 
concept points to ensuring economic 
development while meeting the needs of 
society and the environment. The underlying 
principle is for resource needs of today to be 
met without depriving future generations. 

Rio+20 issues and themes 
As well as reviewing global and regional 
achievements to date and promoting 
discussion on recent challenges (such as 
financial crises and climate security), Rio+20 
will address two main themes: 

• The 'Green Economy': another vague and 
intangible concept. It refers to the 
consideration of environmental costs in 
economic decision-making at every level. In its 
report 'Towards a Green Economy' UNEP 
proposes, for example, investing two per cent 
of global GDP for greening ten sectors. Some 
have argued that a Green Economy will only 
exist once metrics that measure income, value 
and wealth are redefined to incorporate 
environmental and social aspects. 

• Institutional Framework for SD: governance 
of international environmental issues has long 
been an issue of discussion. Because of a weak 
initial mandate, UNEP has limited influence on 
many issues. Rio+20 will provide a forum for 
revisiting the powers of UNEP and other 
governance systems. Some stakeholders have 
raised the prospect of creating a World 
Environment Organisation in the vein of the 
World Trade Organisation. There has also been 
discussion of engaging public and private 
players together in the management of SD. 

The EU's position 
In February 2011, the European Commission 
launched a public consultation on the EU's 
position at Rio+20. Based on the outcome of 
this process, the Commission released a 
communication [COM(2011) 363] outlining 
initial objectives and possible actions. This 
forms the basis for further consultation with all 
stakeholders, including the Council and the 
European Parliament. The EU's position will be 
finalised in November 2011.  

The Commission's preliminary document 
defines a "what", "how", "who" approach. It 
calls for the conservation of natural resources 
supported by both market mechanisms and 
regulatory measures that promotes private 
and public investment. 

 

More information: 
http://www.earthsummit2012.org/  
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