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. Introduction

Since World War I, the transformation of the international system and the
increasing number of problems of an international or even global magnitude
have required the creation of a growing number of international institutions.
Especially in the field of the environment, many governments have realized
their inability to address transboundary environmental problems single-handed.
Complex regimes evolved and international institutions aimed to ensure perma-
nent cooperation, where periodic international conferences and other efforts
were unable to settle issues. However, today these institutions are frequently
accused of being unable to adequately absorb and respond to the new chal-
lenges of the global economic and social environment. National and cross-bor-
der liberalization, deregulation, integration, increased pollution, population
growths and diseases like HIV/AIDS constitute a new dimension of challenge
for the international community that requires innovative and new forms of coop-
eration and collaboration. For multilateral organizations it will therefore become
critical to respond in a timely fashion to the challenges of a world characterized
by a constant deepening of social and economic integration.

Much of these challenges can be absorbed with new and innovative institu-
tional arrangements. Creative structures that link together not only different
countries, but also different sectors such as governments, the private sector
and civil society representatives, are needed to address global problems. In
that sense, flexible and integrative networks may adapt existing hierarchical
and sluggish structures to address international problems more quickly and
effectively.

[I. Problem

Although international activity in the field of the environment has constantly
increased over the years, environmental destruction is continuing at a growing
pace. The world’s physical and biological systems are facing an unprecedented
strain, while the availability of financial resources is declining. Today, in the run-
up to the Earth Summit 2002, the international community is more than ever
required to address environmental problems, continued sustainability, and sus-
tainable development in a more coherent and coordinated manner. To this end,
institutional arrangements have to be reviewed and the international architec-
ture dealing with environmental issues must be strengthened.
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Over the last decades the intergovernmental response to the growing envi-
ronmental challenges has evolved as a complicated system of institutions, pro-
grams, and more of a dozen major treaty secretariats that grew like mushrooms
around the globe. However, this system suffers considerable shortcomings
and questions have increasingly arisen concerning the coordination of this multi-
faced institutional architecture. Institutions have often been created without
due consideration of how they might interact with the overall system. As a
consequence, the solutions provided to environmental problems from interna-
tional environmental regimes as well as the architecture as a whole have fallen
short of both expectations and needs.

In addition, growing international interdependence, increasing economic and
political liberalization, and technological globalization have added special pres-
sure to the international environmental governance system. Due to technologi-
cal change and economic integration, transnational economic networks have
grown that are difficult to regulate through national legislation or international
treaties. Transnational corporations are increasingly important international play-
ers and have gained political leverage relative to states and international orga-
nizations. In the wake of economic, social as well as cultural globalization,
integration of the private sector is crucial for effective solutions of international
problems. At the same time, political liberalization as well as technological change
has led to the rapid growth of what has come to be known as transnational
advocacy coalitions. Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are often com-
mitted to single policy issues and not only influence decisions of national gov-
ernments very effectively, but also build international alliances. There are liter-
ally thousands of NGOs throughout the world working for environmental protec-
tion, who devote significant resources to create international networks and to
launch international campaigns.

Therefore, governments and intergovernmental organizations can no longer
afford to bypass non-governmental actors, represented through civil society
groups or private companies. Furthermore, in order to reach sustainable policy
solutions, international governance has to face the challenge to facilitate inter-
action, consultation and participation between international, national and regional
actors.

lll. Global Public Policy Networks

A new and innovative approach to global governance consists in the in-
creasing number of Global Public Policy Networks (GPPNs). These ideally
trisectoral networks are characterized by collaboration between governments,
representatives of civil society and of the for-profit private sector. In the model
case, they are inclusive towards the South and the North, and integrate interna-
tional, regional, national and local actors.
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In many cases, existing policy networks emerged in the shadow of tradi-
tional structures and started as social and organizational experiments. These
networks are the response to an ever more complex social environment where
traditional intergovernmental cooperation fails to find the right answer to
transboundary and/or intersectoral problems. GPPNs are most likely to emerge
in a situation of political deadlock. They can help to put issues on the interna-
tional agenda and then kick off a discourse in which to debate that agenda.
They include actors of different sectors and are typically organized in an infor-
mal or loosely structured framework that allows the network to learn and to
adapt to a changing environment. Flexibility is crucial for the success of GPPNSs.

The network structure is prone to fulfill different functions, such as facilitat-
Ing international processes, structuring politically contentious multi-stakeholder
relationships, setting global standards, disseminating of knowledge and address-
Ing participatory short-comings. In doing so, they also address with the opera-
tional and the institutional gap two main weaknesses of the international envi-
ronmental architecture.

V. Examples for GPPNs
A. The World Commission on Dams (WCD)

The enormous investments and widespread impacts of large dams make
the construction of large dams a highly controversial topic. Large dams bring
together the entire set of issues that are central to conflicts over sustainable
development, locally, nationally and internationally. Therefore, it became more
and more difficult to reach agreement on the construction of large dams through-
out the last decades and the number of such dams completed each year con-
stantly declined. In the 1990s, stalemate had clearly begun to emerge between
big dam opponents and proponents.

The WCD was established in 1998 to overcome this stalemate. The Com-
mission was born out of a dialogue facilitated by IUCN and the World Bank, and
consisted of 12 individuals that were chosen to reflect regional diversity, exper-
tise and stakeholder perspectives.

The mandate of the WCD was very broad and inclusive. It was to under-
take a global review of the development effectiveness of large dams and to
develop internationally acceptable criteria and guidelines for future decision-
making on dams. The WCD was independent, with each member serving in an
individual capacity and not representing an institution or a country. The Com-
mission conducted a comprehensive global review of the performance and im-
pact of large dams. It held public consultations in all five continents and was
funded by a new model involving public, private and civil society organizations.
The Commission published its final report by the end of 2000.

Although it is to early to judge over the success of the WCD regarding its
broad mandate, the final report drew widespread attention and is likely to have
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created a—of course informal and not legally binding—standard against which
future projects involving the construction of large dams will be measured. The
example of the WCD shows the importance of inclusiveness, openness, and
transparency as key principles for credibility throughout the process. In such a
conflict-ridden area as the construction of large dams, trisectoral cooperation
proved to be critical for the success of the Commission.

B. The Global Environment Facility (GEF)

The GEF provides funding for projects with global environmental benefits in
developing countries and those with economies in transition. GEF finances are
made available for investment and technical assistance in four focal areas—
global warming, biodiversity, international waters, and ozone depletion. The
responsibility for the implementation of projects for which the GEF provides
financing is shared between UNDP, UNEP and the World Bank as implement-
ing agencies.

In March 1991, the GEF was established as a pilot program. One and a
half years later, when the GEF became the interim financial mechanism for the
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change and the Convention on
Biodiversity, it underwent a complicated process of restructuring in order to inte-
grate it into the more UN-driven Conventions. Through the process of restruc-
turing, the GEF became more transparent, more democratic (with a double
majority voting system), and more detached from the control of the World Bank.
The new governance structure became an amalgam of UN and Bretton Woods
institutions traditional features. Regime theory offers some insides about the
emergence of the GEF as a hybrid, partially World Bank, partially UN institution,
In terms of an extension of existing organizations and their rules and proce-
dures. But this is not all. As a result of the negotiations, a new international
entity was formed that links the different interests and stakeholder groups. The
restructured GEF successfully learned from the pilot, adjusted the pilot to the
Conventions, and bridged the Bretton Woods and the UN system.

Despite the fact that today’s GEF is anything but perfect, its governance
structure can serve as a role model for international cooperation in several ways:

* The GEF is the most transparent of all existing international agen-
cies and the way it cooperates with civil society is surely a step
ahead of other organizations. NGOs played a strong and impor-
tant role during the foundation of the GEF. In that process and later
on during the restructuring of the GEF, NGOs gave support to cer-
tain positions, facilitated coalitions as well as influenced the de-
bate. Today the NGOs are partners in GEF project implementation.
The GEF makes great use of the local presence and expertise of
various NGOs, and the latter make use of resources provided by
the former.
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* The GEF is characterized by a strong ability to innovate, evolve
and change. Soft law agreements dominate over legally binding
treaties. The renunciation of binding and sometimes narrow legal
structure enables and motivates the creation of new and innovative
mechanisms like the GEF. These features make it flexible and able
to innovate.

* The GEF governance structure is a uniqgue example of how the

different traditions of UN and Bretton Woods agencies can be
brought together.

However, these strengths cannot disguise important flaws. These include
the very limited integration of the private sector, the problem of asymmetry of
power, and the operational complexity.

V. GPPN and Global Environmental Governance

The example of both the WCD and the GEF shows that participation of all
stakeholders, flexibility and the ability to learn, as well as inclusiveness to all
regions is crucial for the success of international cooperation. The experience
of both cases depicts—however difficult it might be—the importance of bringing
different actors and stakeholder together in an open and transparent process.
Only if all involved actors, governments, international organizations, non-gov-
ernmental organizations, and the private sector build up ownership for the pro-
cesses and its results, “sustainable” solutions in international politics can be
found. In fact, the case of the WCD shows that truly trisectoral sourcing of
knowledge is key for building consensual knowledge. The case of the GEF
shows, that the linkage between different instruments and agencies, combined
with a constant effort to seek the best compromise among all involved actors
makes it able to serve as role model for alternative international governance
structures.

The complexity of today’s problems and our fragmented world provides a
strong argument for flexible and small institutions based more on a network of
different stakeholders than on huge and new bureaucracies. In this context, the
GEF and the WCD offer models of how modern governance structures could
be shaped: on the basis of a minimum of formal agreements and founded more
on compromise than legal precision. This openness in structure and regulation
fosters a flexible agency with a strong ability to innovate. Constant evaluation
and monitoring processes are crucial for this ability.

Network structures show alternatives in the international environmental ar-
chitecture and can be used to promote dialogue and cooperation among differ-
ent and divided actors.

GPPNs usually focus on specific, defined problems and reflect a variety of
insights from game theoretic studies on the optimal number of parties to initial
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an agreement or the optimal size for an organization in its early stages of devel-
opment. In particular, as long as the number of involved parties is small at the
beginning, parties can achieve an agreement that is more likely to be success-
ful and sustainable than it would be if there were more parties involved, and that
the validity of the agreement will persist even as more parties join. Small in this
sense is not only beautiful, but also successful.

Networks ideally start with bringing together a handful of engaged, con-
cerned, or affected people. Although this ‘core’ group and network might later
evolve into more complex network structures, GPPNs usually have grown from
the ground through a common vision of a limited number of key players. They
tend to focus on clear defined problems, where they can deliver the goals set.
These insights are supported by cooperation theory saying that it is important to
start with the task that is easiest. As face-to-face interaction also increases
people’s ability to agree with one another, GPPNs can serve as forums to dis-
cuss international environmental problems. These forums are important to fa-
cilitate the process of reaching agreements between countries on measures
that require international coordination. Networks also contribute to modern gov-
ernance structures as they usually start informal but get formalized over the
time. They are founded on the basis of a minimum of formal agreements and
more on compromise than legal precision.

VI. The Role of International Organizations

GPPNSs, however, are not self-standing and their emergence does not auto-
matically declare redundant existing international structures. They usually do
not provide a long-term forum for open-ended international cooperation on more
general matters. The creation of dozens, and even hundreds, of GPPNs does
not mean that traditional intergovernmental organizations will have to be down-
graded to secondary players in international cooperation.

Provided that they manage to adapt to the new challenges of our intercon-
nected world, traditional international organizations can take a crucial seat in
promoting new governance structures: They can and should foster, encourage,
and catalyze dialogue among stakeholders that need to cooperate in order to
strengthen and launch more informal structures, such as networks. Interna-
tional organizations are often well placed to highlight and address critical chal-
lenges of environmental threats. They can play an intermediary role between
states and business, as well as civil society. They also enjoy a comparative
advantage in issues where conflicts arise across the North-South divide. Through
capacity building and funding, they can enable more widespread participation in
networks. Capacity building also proves to be critical when it comes to ensuring
actual implementation of results. Eventually, it is relatively easy for these orga-
nizations to contribute substantially to processes of consensual knowledge-build-
ing in scientific and technical fields. Due to this privileged position, international
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organizations are able to facilitate the creation of networks and can serve as a
platform for convening networks.

Yet, existing international organizations have to implement some reforms in
order to be able to fulfill their new role. Until now, international organizations’
involvement in GPPNs has been more or less accidental and is not character-
ized by any strategic approach. In many cases different agencies and pro-
grams spend considerable time and resources in competing for funds and power.

In order to overcome these problems, international organizations should
develop a strategy and vision on how to work in and with emerging and existing
networks. They should set priorities first and then coordinate their approaches
to ensure that activities of different agencies are not duplicating or even working
cross-purposes. Agencies and programs should cooperate in a way that each
of them brings its specific comparative advantage to progress.

Areform of the international environmental architecture can built on new or
existing structures. While the creation of a new global environmental organiza-
tion might be considered by some the best long-term solution, it seems to be
more realistic to concentrate our efforts on strengthening and streamlining the
current structures. UNEP is the natural candidate of an organization that could
serve as a hub for networks on environmental issues. Once it has identified
international and strategic priorities, it could coordinate collaboration between
different international, national, and regional actors. It should elaborate an overall
strategy and coordinate the efforts of international organizations in participating
in and building of networks. As a clearinghouse and a center for knowledge
management it should also identify, strengthen, and built networks, it should
coordinate their work and disseminate the lessons learned in networks around
the world. Through capacity building activities and participatory as well as trans-
parent processes it could ensure the inclusive participation in networks. UNEP
would also fulfill a combination of a catalytic and agenda-setting role with actual
program development and management.

Strong environmental governance structures, built on a set of networks,
coordinated and put off the ground by international organizations, may close the
participatory, the operational, and the institutional gap and lead to a more suc-
cessful way to address the ever increasing environmental threats to our planet.
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