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RIO+20: SEIZING THE 
OPPORTUNITY FOR A 
SUSTAINABLE FUTURE

The 1992 Earth Summit was a bright moment for 
the environmental movement. For the first time, 
presidents and prime ministers—more than 100 
in all—were “coming together to save the earth,” 
as a headline on the cover of Time magazine put 
it. What’s more, the U.N.-led conference in Rio 
de Janeiro yielded some genuine results. Among 
them were major global treaties on the climate and 
biodiversity. Rich and poor countries alike also 
made a broad new commitment to sustainable de-
velopment— as spelled out in the Rio Declaration 
and an accompanying “action plan”.

Was it too much to hope that humanity had 
turned a corner?

Unfortunately, the answer to that question ap-
pears to be yes. Despite some progress, the world 
is still waiting for the global response that the 
original Earth Summit seemed to promise— a 
promise that will now be revisited, as thousands 
of representatives of government, civil society, 
and business return for the Rio+20 conference. 

Expectations for this year’s summit are appropri-
ately modest, as the focus shifts from global dec-
larations and treaties to catalyzing action on the 
ground. The moment seems ripe for stock-taking: 
how the world has changed since the first Rio sum-
mit, where the opportunities for progress are, and 
how Rio+20 might build on those opportunities to 
create a genuine moment to drive more ambitious 
action toward a more sustainable future. 

By Manish Bapna, Interim President, WRI

Heading in the Wrong Direction
While we have won some battles, the most impor-
tant environmental trend lines are troubling, to 
say the least.

“Rio was the high water mark,” observes Gus 
Speth, the founder and former president of the 
World Resources Institute, which was deeply in-
volved in the original Rio summit. “The water fell 
pretty quickly after that.”

Let’s start with the greatest single threat to people 
and the planet: climate change. New data from 
the International Energy Agency shows that glob-
al carbon dioxide emissions reached a record high 
of 31.6 billion metric tons in 2011, an increase of 
3.2 percent over the previous year. As greenhouse 

The Rio+20 conference will focus on two key themes:  
sustainable development and building a green economy.  
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gas emissions head toward ever-more dangerous 
levels, some consequences have already arrived 
in the form of record-breaking temperatures, ris-
ing seas, and more frequent and intense extreme 
weather events, such as droughts and floods.

Rising temperatures are exacerbating another 
emerging threat: water scarcity. According to a 
study by the 2030 Water Resources Group, within 
two decades, one-third of the world’s population 
will live in regions where water demand outstrips 
supply by at least 50 percent. Access to water 
is essential for public health, hygiene, and food 
production, not to mention for energy production 
and manufacturing.

These changes are increasing pressure on ecosys-
tems already under extreme stress from human 
activities of one kind or another— fishing, farm-
ing, extractive industries, and real estate devel-
opment, to name a few. In 2005, the U.N.-led 
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment found that 
globally, two-thirds of ecosystem services are al-
ready degraded due to humans. The loss of these 
ecosystems will jeopardize our ability to feed, 
house, and clothe a growing population, to say 
nothing of the livelihoods that depend on them.

A Changing World
As we contemplate these challenges, it’s impor-
tant to understand how the world has changed in 
the last two decades, in ways that pose both risks 
and opportunities: 

•	 THE SHIFT FROM A UNIPOLAR TO MULTIPOLAR 
WORLD. Since 1992, the locus of global 
growth and consumption has largely shifted 
to emerging countries. By 2020, China 
will likely be the world’s largest economy; 
India the third largest – on a purchasing 
power parity basis. Already, China, India, 
Brazil, and Indonesia are among the top 10 
greenhouse gas emitters (by total emissions). 
How these countries respond to sustainability 
challenges will increasingly drive how the 
world responds.  

•	 THE EXPANSION OF THE GLOBAL MIDDLE CLASS. 
Exploding growth in the developing world 
has created a vast new middle class, which 
could near five billion by 2030, of whom 66 
percent will live in Asia. That is a lot of new 
consumers. How will they live, eat, shop, and 
get to work? Will they emulate the worst habits 
of the developed world, or will they embrace a 
role as better stewards of the planet?

•	 THE RISE OF THE MULTINATIONALS. Having grown 
dramatically in size, reach, and number in 
recent decades, global corporations wield 
increasing influence over the environment 
and society. Global supply chains only 
magnify their role. Today, what happens in 
a factory in China, South Africa, or Thailand 
can reverberate around the planet. 

•	 THE COMMUNICATIONS REVOLUTION. The spread 
of the Internet, along with low-cost mobile 
phones, laptops, and now tablets has opened 
up vast new possibilities for grassroots 
activism and raised the bar for accountability 
in government. The Arab Spring and the 
Occupy Wall St. movement are just two 
recent examples, but these transformative 
communications technologies are also being 
deployed in key health and environment issues. 

Turning the Tide
In the years since the first Rio summit, the sci-
entific case for protecting the natural world has 
been made. In other words, we know the why of 
sustainable development.

Exploding growth in the developing world has created a  
vast new middle class, which could near five billion by 2030.  
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We also know the what, as in what needs to be 
done. Put in the simplest terms, the world needs 
to transition to an inclusive, sustainable economy 
that promotes human development in ways that 
do not destroy nature. Mechanisms for achieving 
this— such as pricing externalities and transferring 
technology — are well known. Many are spelled out 
in Agenda 21, the action plan that accompanied the 
original Rio Declaration 20 years ago. 

That brings us to the third and toughest question: 
the how of sustainable development.  How do we 
shift to an economic pathway that is genuinely 
sustainable? Who will provide the political and 
business leadership– which remains, for the most 
part, noticeably absent? How do we overcome 
the inertia and vested interests that continue to 
prevent the grand scale implementation of the 
policies that we already know to be effective? 
What is the right policy mix to get us there? How 
do we generate public support? 

Making the Economic Argument 
One essential ingredient is that we must do a 
better job of making the business case for sustain-
able development. Too many people still think of 
environmental sustainability as standing in op-
position to economic growth, when the opposite 
is often true. 

A just-released report by the International Labour 
Organization finds that a transition to a green econ-
omy could create 15 to 60 million additional jobs 
globally over the next two decades, while lifting mil-
lions out of poverty. Economic arguments can also 
be made in terms of climate action— or inaction. 
Lord Nicholas Stern, for example, calculated that 
“the overall costs and risks of climate change will be 
equivalent to losing at least 5 percent of global GDP 
each year.” Such hard-nosed economic analysis 
has too often been pushed aside in the overheated 
political debate on climate change and other threats 
to sustainability. 

The time is also ripe to move sustainability into 
the mainstream of business thinking and practice. 
While there is still significant private sector resis-
tance to change, some prominent businesses have 
begun to embrace sustainability, both to reduce 

risk and to exploit opportunities for new markets. 
In recent years, General Electric has earned big 
profits from its “Ecomagination” line of energy-
efficient products. Siemens is likewise betting 
its future growth on rapid expansion of markets 
for sustainable products, energy efficiency, and 
greener buildings. The rapid growth of the clean 
energy sector worldwide has been powered in 
part by leading technology companies, including 
Google, Microsoft, and Apple, who are investing 
in renewable energy to power their operations.

The Need for More Leadership
Making the economic case for sustainability, with 
brand name companies showing the way, is a good 
start to win public backing. But actual imple-
mentation of a global green economy will not be 
achieved without political leadership of the first 
order. At Rio+20 and beyond, world leaders need 
to come together to signal that a sustainable future 
is a priority for the international community.

On a practical level, governments also need to step 
up to create the policy framework and conditions 
for the green economy to flourish. This, in turn, will 
encourage businesses to do what they do best—in-
novate and create new markets. 

We have already seen how effective such poli-
cies can be. Germany’s “feed-in” tariff is among 
the most persuasive arguments for bold govern-
ment action on renewables. Now more than two 
decades old, the tariff guarantees that produc-

International Labour Organization research shows that a transition  
to a green economy could create 15 to 60 million additional jobs 
globally over the next two decades. Photo credit: Flickr / World Bank  
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ers of electricity from wind, solar, biomass, and 
hydropower will be able to sell power to utili-
ties at a reasonable profit. Last year, Germany 
led the world with 24.6 gigawatts of renewable 
energy capacity, and in May, for at least one day, 
50 percent of Germany’s electrical power came 
from renewables. Meanwhile, Germany’s energy 
strategy— including support for research and 
development, training programs, and invest-
ment in infrastructure— has created more than 
380,000 new jobs. According to Pew Charitable 
Trusts, Germany’s investment in clean energy 
topped $30 billion in 2011, helping drive a record 
of $263 billion worldwide. 

Listening to the Governed
So, we know measures that promote sustainable 
economic development can work. But all too often, 
special interests have blocked their implemen-
tation in ways that harm the environment and 
society. In many countries, people don’t even have 
access to information or the freedom to express 
their views. Improved governance, with open and 
accountable institutions, is therefore essential to 
achieving the goals of sustainable development.

One specific example is advancing Principle 10 
of the Rio Declaration, which asserts that citi-
zens should have access to information about the 
environment, the opportunity to participate in 
decision-making, and access to judicial and ad-
ministrative proceedings to seek redress and rem-
edy. While we’ve seen progress by some countries 
in giving more people a voice in decision-making, 
without an adequate legal framework, there are 
no guarantees that these trends will continue. 

Looking to Rio
Rio is a time for action, not for more talk. What 
we need are specific and measurable actions that 
contribute to already globally negotiated goals. Of 
course, we will see action in the formal declaration 
(the outcome text), but a lot of the most important 
developments will take place in informal meetings 
and side events.

We will be watching in particular to see what kind 
of progress heads of state and government, busi-

ness, and civil society representatives make on 
five key issues: 

1.	 Will governments, in UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon’s words, “define a path to a green 
economy” – one of the summit’s two stated 
goals? One key outcome to watch for is whether 
governments agree to take steps to incorporate 
natural capital indicators (such as health of 
ecosystems and use of natural resources) 
alongside GDP in national accounting. 

2.	 Will governments make new commitments to 
open government in sustainable development 
decision-making, building on Principle 10? 

3.	 Will governments pledge finance and 
technology to drive the Sustainable Energy 
for All initiative, whose goal is universal 
energy access and a doubling of renewable 
energy by 2030?

4.	 Will world leaders make progress on 
Sustainable Development Goals and ensure  
that equity, sustainability,  and poverty 
eradication are central to the post-2015 
global development agenda? 

5.	 Will the private sector step up with its 
own commitments toward sustainability? 
Specifically, and as a show of good faith, will 
businesses embrace the requirement in the 
Rio draft declaration for mandatory business 
reporting on environmental, social, and 
governance performance?

 
Finally, beyond individual commitments and 
declarations, Rio is an opportunity to help re-
invigorate the global dialogue on sustainability. 
What other issue brings so many people from so 
many countries together at one time? At its best, 
Rio can help construct a refreshed narrative that 
will drive more ambitious action on the ground. 
And rarely has ambitious global action been more 
imperative to human well-being than it is today.  

One event cannot solve everything, but Rio+20 is 
a critically important place to start.
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