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Assessing the

What is the state of the environment?

The environment includes natural
resources (fauna, flora, water, soil and
minerals) and ecosystem services (crop
production, energy supply and soil
maintenance). These resources and
services are being degraded mainly
because of increasing population and
consumption.

all elements of the physical and

biological world (including hu-
mans), as well as the interactions be-
tween them. These elements may be
categorized as ecosystem: goods,
meaning the actual natural resources
themselves (flora, fauna, soil mineral,
air, water), and services, including the
harvestable products (crops, timber),

T he term “environment” refers to

processes essential to sustain the pro-
vision of these resources (nutrient cy-
cles, climate patterns, flooding control)
and aesthetic and cultural benefits of
ecosystems (recreation).

The UNEP’s Global Environment Out-
look 3 shows that the environment is
deteriorating in many regions due to
natural and man-made pressures. Such
pressures include climate variability,
rapid population growth and rising
consumption trends that are leading
to over-harvesting of resources, and
the pollution of air, water and land (1).
The report also points out that these
environmental changes impact human
livelihoods by reducing food security,
increasing vulnerability to natural ha-

zards and disease, and limiting oppor-
tunities for economic growth.

The report also indicates that there
have been successful attempts to im-
prove the environment during the past
30 years: including the ratification of
over 150 international environmental
agreements, implementation of natio-
nal environmental action plans, and
the establishment of environmental
institutions across the public and pri-
vate sectors. Furthermore, many coun-
tries currently have a ministry of envi-
ronment and environmental reporting
has become a standard practice from
the corporate to regional level.

GEO 3 concludes that there are many

ENVIRONMENTAL GOODS AND SERVICES

The environment includes goods, meaning natural resources them-
selves (soil, water, air, minerals, flora and fauna), and services, such as
harvestable products (crops, fish, fuel, oil), processes to sustain resources
(water and air cleansing, climate regulation) and provision of aesthetic
and cultural benefits (recreation, spiritual value).

growing awareness that a healthy

environment is critical for human
and economic development. The United
Nations Conference on the Human
Environment (Stockholm, 1972) was a
turning point in global environmental
awareness. It was the first international
conference on the environment whose
agenda - at the request of developing
countries - included development
issues. Twenty years later, the Earth
Summit (Rio, 1992) emphasized the
importance of economic and environ-
mental development and developed a
global action programme Agenda 21 -
a blueprint for environmental mana-
gement. While many countries have
shown indifference to environmental
commitments made at Rio, the summit

The last century has witnessed

GROWING AWARENESS

Stockholm to Johannesburg

significantly helped legitimise environ-
mental issues in political agendas world-
wide: over 50 countries currently have
national constitutions recognizing the
rights of citizens to a healthy environ-
ment and many have national legisla-
tion to protect the environment.

Although there have been achieve-
ments, especially to build awareness
and develop legislation on environ-
mental management, the world conti-
nues to sink deeper into environmental
and poverty decline. According to the
World Wide Fund for Nature, today’s
consumption is 30 percent higher than
the earth’s resources can sustain; and
millions of people are still undernou-
rished, unemployed and lack access to
resources. The WSSD in Johannesburg

will review progress in environmental
management and provide new impetus
for commitment of financial resources
towards global sustainability.

Milestones in global environmental
awareness:

1970s:

Stockholm Conference on the Human
Environment; First Global Climate
Conference.

1980s:

World Conservation Strategy launched,;
International Decade of Drinking Water
Supply and Sanitation; UN Convention
on the Law of the Sea, Montreal Pro-
tocol to Protect the Ozone Layer and
the Basel Convention; Panel on Climate

HUMAN INFLUENCES ON THE ATMOSPHERE DURING THE INDUSTRIAL ERA
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challenges ahead:

emissions of greenhouse gases are
having an increasingly detrimental
impact on the atmosphere;

urban air pollution is a growing
health concern, triggering or exacer-
bating respiratory and cardiac pro-
blems;

surface and groundwater resources
are being rapidly drained;

many species are becoming endan-
gered or extinct;

the oceans are being harvested at
unsustainable rates;

land degradation is accelerating and
intensifying, particularly in developing
countries;

forest ecosystems are being degra-
ded, cleared or fragmented, with the
greatest losses in Africa;

the world’s largest cities are badly
affected by inadequate housing, air
and water pollution and solid waste
disposal;

the growing frequency and inten-
sity of natural disasters over the past
30 years has put more people, espe-
cially the poor, at greater risk.
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Change established; Brundtland Report.

1990s:

GEF established; Earth Summit in Rio;
Convention on Biological Diversity, UN
Convention on Climate Change; World
Business Council for Sustainable Deve-
lopment created.

2000s:
Millennium Summit; WSSD Johan-
nesburg.
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FACTS AND FIGURES

Soil

An equivalent of 15 percent of
the earth’s land area (2,000
million hectares) have been
degraded through overgrazing,
deforestation, agricultural
activities, overexploitation of
vegetation and industrial
activities (1).

Forests

During the 1990s there was a
global net loss of 2.4 percent of
total forests (94 million hec-
tares) (2). Tropical forested
areas are being deforested at
almost one percent each year
(2). In Africa an equivalent of
five million hectares - the size
of Togo - is deforested each
year (3).

Water

Water use in the 20th century
increased six-fold, more than
double the rate of worldwide
population growth (2). In West
Asia, five of the seven countries
in the Arabian Peninsula have
depleted renewable water sup-
plies and are now relying on
non-renewable reserves (2).

Drylands

About 70 percent of the world’s
drylands (3,600 million hec-
tares), excluding hyper-arid de-
serts, are degraded (4).

Air

In many of the world’s largest
cities (Beijing, Calcutta, Mexico
City, Rio de Janeiro, etc.) WHO
World Health Organization) air
quality guidelines are not met.
In 1996 global emissions of
carbon dioxide were nearly four
times the 1950 total (5).

Biodiversity

Twenty-four percent of all
mammal species and twelve
percent of birds are threatened
worldwide (3).
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