
Along with over 100 heads of state and
government and tens of thousands of
others, I attended the World Summit

on Sustainable Development in Johannes-
burg, South Africa in late August and early
September. The conference was about num-
erous things: its ground-up approach to
agenda-setting guaranteed that many—per-
haps too many—topics were up for discus-
sion. Delegates agreed to courses of action on
everything from poverty and water resources
to energy, governance, and ecosystems. 

But Johannesburg also neglected a num-
ber of key topics. It only glancingly
addressed contentious yet critical challenges
such as population dynamics or the deeper
linkages among the environment, develop-

At an exciting time when science
may be on the verge of merging
diverse disciplines and data-sets

towards an understanding of the com-
plex interactions among population, develop-
ment, and the environment, we appear to be
moving backwards in terms of integrated
international conferences that lead to action
on these issues. Prior to the recent Johannes-
burg World Summit in Sustainable Develop-
ment (WSSD), its chairman Emil Salim
remarked that the Summit would likely be the
last of its kind. Others in the U.S. government
and the NGO community made similar

assessments after the close of the conference.
While global environmental challenges are
clearer and more pressing than ever, the inter-
national community seems less capable of con-
structive agreement and action.

On the climate front, there is finally
nearly universal agreement among scientists
that the earth’s surface temperature is warm-
ing significantly, that the warming is likely
due to human activity, and that the conse-
quences of surface warming will have a sub-
stantial negative impact on humans and
other species. Yet the poorly conceived Kyoto
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The media room at the Johannesburg World
Summit on Sustainable Development.
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Report From Johannesburg: Wither Population,
Environmental Change, and Security?

By Geoffrey D. Dabelko

“Is it not shortsighted and
counterproductive for the

United States to forego even
just the political benefits…

that would accrue from
addressing these day-to-day

survival challenges for literally
billions worldwide?”

—GEOFFREY D. DABELKO
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Protocol has been watered down, burdened with
fuzzy math, and rejected by the United States—to
the point where it “does not do much of anything
for the atmosphere,” according to Eileen Clausen,
President of the Pew Center on Global Climate
Change.1

Only a handful of countries are on track to
meet their Kyoto obligations. After more than a
decade and hundreds of climate conferences and
meetings involving long-term investments by thou-
sands of academics and policymakers, the result
appears to be capitulation. A recent Worldwatch
paper concluded that “the gap between climate
science and policy has widened, rather than nar-
rowed, since Rio.” The most recent round of cli-
mate talks in October 2002 shifted the emphasis
away from preventing climate change to ways to
adapt to it.

The same acceptance and malaise may now be
affecting international population policy.  The 1994
Cairo agreement set forth bold goals for universal
access to reproductive health by 2015. Cairo +10,
scheduled for early 2004,
was to be a re-affirmation
of those goals and assess-
ment of progress to date.
However, it now appears
that the 2004 conference
will be only a low-key
event with minimal expec-
tations for new actions or
pronouncements. Instead
of resembling the ministe-
rial level conferences of the
1970s, 1980s, and 1990s,
it is more likely to hearken
back to the meetings of the
1950s and 1960s, in which population experts met
to review the demographic data and trends rather
than to change the future.

With little more than a year to go before Cairo
+10 opens in early 2004, UN Web sites are devoid
of any information concerning preparations for the
meeting. Because successful international confer-
ences require long lead times and multiple prepara-
tory events to create new agreements, this lack of
public preparation is an indication that the 2004
conference will be descriptive rather than prescrip-
tive, reporting progress since Cairo rather than cre-
ating new mechanisms for action. The role of NGOs
at Cairo +10 could well be limited to separate press

conferences and side events of the sort that garner
little press and have no significant effect on the
official proceedings. More surprisingly, the NGO
community—particularly population-environment
organizations—thus far seems to be accepting this
diminished role without putting up a fight.

If the international community were on track to
fulfill the Cairo goals, a subdued 2004 conference
would not be of great concern and perhaps even
appropriate. In reality, however, almost all donor
countries have fallen far short of their Cairo com-
mitments. For instance, U.S. international family
planning contributions have fallen by about 35 per-
cent in constant dollar terms since 1995, so that the
United States is providing less than half of its esti-
mated share as agreed to in Cairo. The international
donor community actually supplied fewer condoms
in 2000 than it did in 1990 (950 million vs. 970
million), at a time when the current need of 8 bil-
lion condoms is expected to rise to 18.6 billion by
2015. An estimated 14,000 people become infected
with HIV every day, many of them for want of a

condom that can be pro-
duced for three cents.

Some have suggested
that the UN is taking a
low-profile approach to
Cairo +10 because it is
now focused on the Mil-
lennium Development
Goals. Yet those goals—
which include maternal
health and child mortality
reductions—do not in-
clude reproductive health.
Another theory is that
conference fatigue has

overcome the UN system and the international
community after so many huge circus-like events
and ambitious ideas that have not reached fruition. 

Others suggest that the international political
climate has soured to the point that it would be too
risky to re-open the Cairo goals for broad discus-
sion, out of concern that the result would be anoth-
er Mexico City and a step backward rather than
forward. This “Pandora’s box” fear may be well-
founded. The American delegation to an October
2002 Bangkok population conference suddenly
announced that the United States would not reaf-
firm its support for Cairo unless the terms “repro-
ductive health services” and “reproductive rights,”
which can be construed to include abortion, were
removed from the text.2

Rio and Cairo both held out the promise that
the links between population and environment

1 Quoted in The New York Times, October 23, 2002, p. A8
2 “U.S. May Abandon Support of U.N. Population Accord”

(2002, November 2). New York Times,  p. A8

“Cairo +10 is more likely to
hearken back to the meetings of
the 1950s and 1960s, in which
population experts met to review
the demographic data and trends
rather than to change the future.”

—FREDERICK A.B. MEYERSON



security. Ultimately, it will be the quality of action
after Johannesburg—its oft-cited implementation—
that will be the Summit’s measure of success. �

Geoffrey D. Dabelko is the director of ECSP. For more
information on Johannesburg discussions of environ-
ment, development, and security issues, go to:

Environment, Development, and Sustainable
Peace Initiative Roundtable
http://www.sustainable-peace.org 

IUCN/IISD Environmental Security Programming
http://www.iucn.org/wssd/summit/sofar/index_sof
ar.htm
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could go back. We should
at least try to keep the
bridge from burning.

Three recommenda-
tions come to mind. First,
the Cairo goals—particu-
larly the reproductive
health goals—should be
specifically referenced and
reaffirmed in the UN
Millennium Development
Goals process. Second,
Cairo +10 should be more
than just an experts’ meet-
ing. It should offer the
opportunity and respon-
sibility for governments,

scientists, and the NGO community to jointly
explore national and international successes and
failures since 1994, and to revise the strategy for
reaching the Cairo goals as appropriate.  

Finally, Cairo +10 should be used as an oppor-
tunity to integrate the Rio, Cairo, and Johannes-
burg nexus between population and environmental
goals, and to harmonize and coordinate those goals.
This will require specifically including the envi-
ronmental science and policy community at
Cairo +10, as well as creating a true two-way street
between population and environment research and
action. In an era when science is being fully
integrated, we should not allow another critical
policy decade to slip by. �

could be explored scien-
tifically, and that these
relationships might be
prominent enough at
the 2002 and 2004 con-
ferences to shape policy
on both fronts. Instead,
population and repro-
ductive health were
almost absent at Johan-
nesburg, and environ-
ment may be completely
omitted from consider-
ation at Cairo +10. More-
over, the population-
environment commu-
nity seems to be oddly
complacent about this turn of events.

Perhaps we will look back at the last three
decades of the 20th century as a brief golden era of
international cooperation on environment, pop-
ulation, and development. The environmental
conference in Stockholm in 1972 and population
conference in Bucharest in 1974 ushered in an era
of constructive, high-level engagement between
governments and the scientific and NGO com-
munities. It could be that the stalemate of the 
Cold War and the lull afterwards produced a 
calm that permitted the extraordinary results of
Rio, Cairo, and their predecessors. Whatever the
cause of this success, now that we have crossed the
bridge to the 21st century, we may wish that we

“Population and reproductive health
were almost absent at Johannesburg,
and environment may be completely

omitted from consideration at 
Cairo +10.  Moreover, the

population-environment community
seems to be oddly complacent 
about this turn of events.”

—FREDERICK A.B. MEYERSON
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a local RH NGO. Funded by USAID through
Pathfinders’ ALCANCE Project, AGROVIDA has
been able to transmit its expertise in sexual and
reproductive health services to the service providers
of the health post in Pias. 

Future APECO projects will include extending
this success story to other protected areas surround-
ing the park, creating more strategic partnerships
between local RH and environmental NGOs, and
presenting lessons learned at international confer-
ences. By encouraging women (especially rural and
semi-rural women) to participate in community
decisions, APECO hopes these women will become
empowered—more effective at managing the spac-
ing of their pregnancies as well as better equipped to
manage other critical areas of their lives, including
natural resources and family incomes. �

FROM THE FIELD
(continued from page 8)


