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Abstract 

Despite intense preparatory efforts for the Rio+20 sustainable development conference, 
the event has proved a disappointment. The meeting revealed the depth of the north-
south divide, left non-governmental actors feeling sidelined and failed to either deliver 
concrete results or re-invigorate the thematic global agenda. The final document, titled 
'The future we want', has been criticised for merely reiterating past commitments while 
avoiding tangible targets. Participating states did not agree to strengthen the global 
sustainable development architecture, to upgrade the status of the United Nations 
Environmental Programme (UNEP), or to adopt a concrete benchmarking system of 
'Sustainable Development Goals' (SDGs). The result is particularly disappointing for the EU, 
as the outcome reflects none of the Union's priorities ------ green-economy initiatives, for 
example, or global institutional reforms ------ established in preparation for the summit.  
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1. Introduction 
 As widely expected, the Rio+20 conference on sustainable development 

failed to deliver concrete results. Rather than acting as a catalyst to create 
a global sustainable development agenda, the meeting produced a 
lengthy document largely devoid of new elements or specific 
commitments. Key leaders — including US President Barack Obama, 
Germany's Chancellor Angela Merkel, UK Prime Minister David Cameron 
and Japan's Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda — were absent, and the 
overall assessment is that the summit amounted to little more than a 
networking platform for the 110 leaders and as many as 50 000 officials 
and activists who participated, having cost a lot and producing little. 

The summit demonstrated just how inadequate global governance 
structures are for addressing sustainable development at a time of 
economic crisis. Also underscored were persistent differences between 
the north and south on issues such as transferring technology, reshaping 
the global institutional architecture to incorporate sustainable 
development issues, designing 'Sustainable Development Goals', and 
even finding the appropriate terminology to discuss sustainable 
development. 

2. Rhetoric vs. Reality: Declining Level of Ambition in the Run Up to Rio+20 

Preparations for the 
conference revealed high 
ambitions. Yet these hopes 
dimmed as disagreements 
on the key issues developed 
— and persisted — during 
preparations of the 'zero 
draft' for the final 
declaration. 

Twenty years after the Rio earth summit, last week's  Rio+20 conference 
on sustainable development was trumpeted as the forum that would set 
the global sustainable development agenda, assess the progress made 
since the 1992 conference and address new and emerging challenges. The 
key issues to be tackled included the institutional framework for 
sustainable development and the green economy in the context of 
sustainable development and poverty eradication1.  

In preparation for the conference, the EU elaborated a draft position in 
the Commission's June 2011 communication, which proposed a 
framework to deliver results, including a green economy roadmap and a 
mechanism to promote and monitor overall progress. The communication 
also proposed a set of actions in specific areas (water, energy, marine 
environment and oceans, sustainable agriculture, forestry, soil and land 
management, biodiversity and chemicals). In the field of market and 
regulatory instruments, the document proposed eco-taxes, removing 
environmentally harmful subsidies, mobilising public and private financial 
resources, and investing in skills and green jobs. The Commission also 

                                                               
1 A detailed analysis of the  options to reform the governance framework was discussed  
in an external study of the Policy Department A entitled 'Institutional Framework for 
Sustainable Development in the Context of the forthcoming Rio+20 Summit,' 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/cont/201203/20120313ATT40720/2
0120313ATT40720EN.pdf. 
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suggested reinforcing and streamlining the existing international 
governance structures.  

In September 2011, in anticipation of Rio +20, the European Parliament 
adopted a resolution on the EU position. The EP recognised that the 
conference represented a unique opportunity to define the sustainability 
agenda for the next 10 years and stressed the importance of 
strengthening the links between the environment, economic and social 
agendas. The EP called for the adoption of a green economy roadmap 
with specific and concrete goals and ways of measuring and monitoring 
them.  

In October 2011, EU Environment Ministers established the first general 
position of the EU for the June conference. This position was submitted to 
the UN for the preparation of the 'zero draft' of the outcome document. 
On 2 March 2012, the European Council underlined its strong support for 
an ambitious outcome and stressed the need for the private sector and 
civil society to participate. The Council also defined key principles that 
should guide the EU in preparing for the conference. These included 
making a global transition towards a green economy; working towards 
clear operational targets and concrete actions; contributing to a 
strengthened global institutional framework (including upgrading of the 
United Nations Environmental Programme - the UNEP - into a specialised 
agency) and advancing the work on global and coherent post-2015 goals 
for sustainable development.  

The negotiating position of the EU was updated by EU Environment 
Ministers on 9 March to prepare for the first round of negotiations on 
the 'zero draft' document that took place in New York on 19-23 March 
2012. Negotiations on the draft outcome document produced heated 
debates and revealed significant divisions between developing and 
developed countries on key issues, such as reiterating the 1992 Rio 
principles, defining the green economy, defining an institutional 
framework for sustainable development, setting sustainable development 
goals and implementing the goals. In particular, developing countries, 
including members of the G772 group and China, argued that the 
green economy was only one of many possible tools for sustainable 
development. For the EU, on the other hand, the green economy was 

                                                               
2 The Group of 77 was established on 15 June 1964 by seventy-seven developing 
countries-signatories of the 'Joint Declaration of the Seventy-Seven Countries' issued at 
the first session of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) in 
Geneva. The G77 is the largest grouping of developing countries in the UN, providing 
means for the global South to articulate and promote its interests. 

3 Open letter from 22 human rights experts: "If Rio +20 is to deliver, accountability must be 
at its heart". http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/SP/Pages/OpenLetterRio20.aspx 
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fundamental for poverty eradication and sustainable development.  

While there was agreement that the UN Commission on Sustainable 
Development had been weak, a consensus could not be reached on the 
EU's proposal to transform the Commission into a more powerful 
Sustainable Development Council. Nor could participants agree on a 
possible upgrade of the UNEP into a specialised UN agency. Instead, 
the G77 and China proposed setting up a high-level political forum on 
sustainable development with annual ministerial meetings.  

One of the expected outcomes of the Summit was an agreement on 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), but participants failed to agree 
on a solid framework for the goals. While the EU pushed to identify 
concrete themes for the summit, the G77 and China argued that this 
would have to be preceded by an agreement on the principles and the 
process to devise the SDG goals.  

Negotiations also stumbled over the means of implementation and 
specifically on additional funding to support sustainable development 
and technology transfer. The G77 and China had proposed establishing 
a fund for this purpose, but most developed countries objected.  

During the preparatory phase of the 'zero draft document', a number of 
human rights organisations expressed deep concerns over the 
possibility that the Rio+20 would fail. In an open letter to UN Member 
States, 22 human rights experts stressed the importance of reaffirming all 
the internationally agreed rights and principles for sustainable 
development as well as establishing monitoring mechanisms to assess 
progress3.  

3. Outcome of the summit 
 

'The future we want', the 
outcome document of the 
conference largely reiterates 
past commitments, lacks 
specificity and fails to 
address the key problems 
revealed during the 
preparatory work.  
 

The 'zero draft' was finalised during the conference4, with a final 
document titled 'The Future We Want'. According to numerous media 
reports, the drafting process was 'unwieldy', with the north-south divide 
running deep and drafting largely motivated by national interests and 
priorities.  

The final version of the agreement5 contains 283 points divided into 
sections on defining a common vision, reaffirming political commitments, 
developing a green economy in the context of sustainable development 
and poverty eradication, creating a sustainable development institutional 
framework, and following up and implementing measures.  

The outcome document begins by reaffirming the Rio Principles, including 
inter alia, the principle of a common but differentiated approach 
(CBDR). This was very important for developing nations, as such an 

                                                               
4 The final version of the final declaration can be retrieved on the Rio+20 official website, 
http://www.uncsd2012.org/thefuturewewant.html.  
5 Ibid. 
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approach assigns a leading role to developed countries in reducing their 
own environmental impact and in providing finance and technology to 
developing countries to move towards sustainable development.  

However, the final agreement also unfortunately demonstrates a lack of 
commitment on the part of most states participating in the 
negotiation/drafting exercise, as well as a lack of common vision or 
willingness to agree on tangible targets.  

Participating states did agree on the creation of a 'High Level Political 
Forum', a high-level intergovernmental platform that would 'build on and 
subsequently replace' the current Commission on Sustainable 
Development'6. This forum would provide political leadership, guidance 
and recommendations for sustainable development through 'regular 
dialogue, stocktaking and agenda setting'7. Rio+20 participants did not, 
however, agree to make the UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) a 
full-fledged UN agency — a proposal that would have boost the UNEP's 
status and impact, and that was strongly advocated by the EU but 
opposed by the United States. Debates on ocean management and on 
fossil fuel subsidies also failed to yield concrete results. Again, these 
disagreements underscored the north-south rift. 

4. Reactions and Interpretations 

The EU has voiced criticism 
of the lack of ambition 
shown by Rio+20 leaders, 
and civil society 
organisations have issued a 
scathing verdict. Yet global 
business leaders welcomed 
the summit as an 
opportunity to engage and 
make their voices heard.  

The host of the conference, Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff, described 
the event as a 'momentous opportunity and a significant step towards 
forging a more equitable and sustainable global order',8 while UN 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon's spoke of 'a solid platform to be built 
upon'9 

Yet the conference has been generally judged a missed opportunity. 'The 
future we want' is a source of disappointment, particularly for the EU, 
as it lacks the commitments on resource conservation, climate change and 
economic sustainability that the EU had called for. While welcoming the 
document, EU Environment Commissioner Janez Potočnik 
acknowledged that fell short of the EU's ambition. The significance of the 
green economy, for example, was diluted, as it is described merely as 'an 
important tool' for sustainable development and poverty eradication.  

Another source of EU disappointment was the decision to delay 
concrete decisions on Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The EU 

                                                               
6 Ibid., paragraph 85. 
7 Ibid. 
8 The Washington Times, 'Rio+20, an Unhappy Environmental Summit,' 
http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2012/jun/23/rio20-unhappy-environmental-
summit/.  
9 World New Australia, 'Rio+20 Ends with a Weak Text,' 
http://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/1662354/Rio20-ends-with-weak-text-critics.  
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had pushed for a number of priorities to be identified in the fields of 
energy, water, oceans, resource efficiency, land and ecosystems. But the 
outcome document only establishes a working group to develop 
specifications for these goals by September 2013.  

Despite this inadequate outcome, the EU has expressed its willingness 
to remain involved in defining the SDGs and making them 
operational after 2015. The EU also welcomed the agreement to establish 
a sustainable development finance strategy to combine development aid 
with private investments.  

Commissioner Potočnik also approved the document's call for broader 
measures to complement GDP, and the importance of corporate 
sustainability reporting. However, EU proposals on institutional reform 
were not retained, and only a few functions within the existing UN 
Environment Programme were reinforced. 

The reactions of environmentalists and anti-poverty campaigners have 
generally been extremely negative. They have criticised the final text for 
lacking the detail and ambition needed to address world challenges. The 
executive director of Greenpeace10 qualified the summit as 'a failure of 
epic proportions', while CARE called the meeting 'nothing more than a 
political charade'. The director of OXFAM GB warned that 'the failure of 
Rio+20 will feed the growing public insecurity and anger'.  Human rights 
non-governmental organisations, including Amnesty International and 
Human Rights Watch, also berated participating leaders for failing to 
incorporate human rights dimension sufficiently into the development 
agenda, particularly with respect to the issues of corporate accountability 
and reproductive rights11. The summit's postponement of a decision to 
remove ocean management from national jurisdictions was a source of 
disappointment for the International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature. 

The outcome document of the summit has also been heavily criticised in 
the European press as weak and far from the goals set at the outset.  

The strong participation of business representatives in the conference 
has elicited mixed reactions. Business leaders did make individual 
commitments, and the final declaration emphasised the need to integrate 

                                                               
10 Greenpeace, 'Rio+20 Environmental Summit a Failure,' 
http://www.examiner.com/article/greenpeace-rio-20-sustainable-development-summit-a-
failure 
11 Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, Centre for International Environmental 
Law, 'Rio+20: Outcome Document Undermined by Rights Opponents,' 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2012/06/22/rio-20-outcome-document-undermined-rights-
opponents.  
12 Corporate Europe Observatory, 'Despite Outcry against Corporate Capture of Rio+20, 
Business Lobbies Want a Bigger Formal Role in the UN Talks,' 
http://www.corporateeurope.org/blog/despite-outcry-against-corporate-capture-rio20-
business-lobbies-want-bigger-formal-role-un.  
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the global business community more closely into the sustainable 
development institutional framework and decision-making processes. 
While this was welcomed by governmental and business representatives, 
civil society organisation representatives complained about global 
businesses 'hijacking' the conference'12. 

A number of concrete commitments were taken during the summit 
independently of the principal multi-lateral negotiations. The UNDP 
estimated that as many as 700 concrete commitments were registered 
during the meeting by governments, businesses and industry and 
financial institutions. These commitments include the adoption of 
sustainable principles by the insurance industry, the pledge made by eight 
multilateral banks to provide funds for developing sustainable transport, 
and pledges made to the UN's 'Sustainable Energy for All Initiative' and 
'Zero Hunger Challenge'. Private companies announced some 200 
commitments during the Corporate Sustainability Forum 

 


