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Abstract

Initially, the United Nations was saddled with a number of lofty goals including; maintaining international peace and security, developing mutual relations among nations in view of the respect for the principle of equal rights, self-determination; achieving international cooperation by addressing humanitarian problems to encourage and promote respect for human rights. It assumed a position as the cynosure for countries to achieve the aforementioned lofty goals. Later, other goals were added including foreseeing global economy and the protection of the global environment. This article examines in broader scope the justification of a unified system of Environmental management in Africa and other third world nations in climbing the wall of unity. It gives an in-depth analysis of the Environmental priorities, sustainability in African context. This will goad our leaders to show more interest on issues bordering the African environment. This paper also attempts to give a comprehensive review of the antecedents in the African Environmental experience since the Stockholm environmental conference, Rio and US conferences. It is expected that these challenges and priorities require a solid response from a united system in Africa. This is because the Environmental challenges and priorities of the magnitude witnessed in Africa inevitably require unified solutions in climbing the wall of unity.

Introduction

In 1972, the United Nations organised a conference on the Human Environment. Environmental problems were placed on the global agenda. African nations were made to crafty accords on problems as diverse as climate change, ozone layer depletion, and hazardous waster among others. The effectiveness of most of this Environmental agreements married on African and other third world nations remained unrealistic, because they failed to reflect the real environmental situation in Africa. Most importantly, these agreements have failed to resonate with the underlying economic and social settings in Africa which are inevitable factors as far as environmental problems are concerned. In Africa, environmental problems cry out for effective management; there is no doubt pollution, habitat destruction, ecosystem degradation and waste management problems are imminent in Africa. These problems are strongly peculiar to the inherent socio-economic lives of Africans. The UN system has generally failed in addressing these problems in Africa; instead Africans have been blamed for their environmental woes. In fact, the World Bank and IMF have jointly accused Africa as the cause of global environmental problems. They attributed this to the widespread poverty level in Africa: Although, in our own opinion, Africa is not poor, but even if Africa is poor, the question remains; who made Africa to be poor?  It is the Western nations, of course. Have we forgotten their slave trade raids in Africa? It bastardized Africa’s economy, with a serious repercussion on our environment? What about the industrial pollutants that are causing climate change and ozone layer depletion, acid rain among others? Is the (poor) Africa, still responsible for all these? Given the inability of the global system to address Environmental problems with Economic compensation. We suggest a unified and effective united system in Africa is imperative.

In 1997, precisely 28 June, in the U.S. after two days of serious deliberations, ‘Agenda 21’ was declared a failure on the global stage by the assembly. The programme for the further implementation of Agenda 21 was adopted. But this programme doesn’t contain measures for desertification, erosion, bush burning, waste management, rural and gender problems, poverty among others, which they claimed are typical Environmental issues in Africa. The development of Africa’s unified system of Environmental management will represent a genre of achievement in the millennium, to provide environmental sustainability in African context and full sovereignty of our Economy in view of the grim situation in Africa.

Historical background

Environmental predicaments cry out for effective international management. Pollution, habitat destruction and ecosystem degradation level marked the reality of human ability to change the earth. In a world where environmental damage and its repercussions are borderless, effective and enormous international unity is important. In 1972, the United Nations through its conference notified the world of varying environmental problems. Thereafter, nations were made to understand that through multi-lateral environmental accords, whose implementation is supervised by UNEP (its environmental arm) the universal global problem   could be addressed. Many African and third world nations were, made to craft accords on problems as diverse as ocean pollution, acid rain, climate change, ozone layer depletion and the hazardous waste trade. This came to be, in spite of the fact that most African countries have no business in the production of hazardous waste. Even, most serious pollution cases of the seas, oceans and rivers are caused by the oil multinationals of the developed countries.

The 1992 UN Conference on Environmental and Development was held to commemorate the 20th anniversary of the Stockholm conference, with an ambitious plan of promoting ecologically sustainable development unto the 21st century. Right from the first day of deliberations, it was obvious that most of the acclaimed international agreements were failures. Because they failed to grapple with the underlying political, economic and even social practices, that creates environmental problems in many third world nations especially in Africa. Instead, Africans were blamed for various environmental problems. They attributed the environmental problems to the high level poverty level in the continent.

Africa’s Environmental Experience Pre and Post-Stockholm Conference

Before the Stockholm Conference, African states and Environmental NGOS were not part of decision-making in UN, on Environmental issues. Although the UN itself claimed to play limited role in Environmental matters. The conservation of natural resources was a constitutional mandate of Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) although its emphasis on natural resources production and extraction curtailed its environmental focus. Later the UN Educational, Social and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) assisted in the 1948 formation of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (John, 1989). International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) was originally named the International Union for the Protection of Nature, before changing its name in 1956. The organisation later changed its name to the International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources before adopting the current name of the World Conservation Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources. This body in turn spurns off an important environmental NGO the World Wild Life Fund (WWF) in 1961 (Finger, 1990). Before the Stockholm conference, no Environmental NGO in Africa as in the case of IUCN was formed and in fact most third world NGOS came into being  by their  own local initiatives, to protect forests, increase agricultural wages, build social infrastructure e.t.c. Then all they were made to know was that their ideas were purely local, and that they needed to go international and address their local problems. In actual fact, Africans are aware that local problems such as water pollution or fisheries depletion caused by oil pollution have international causes, and only international action can provide solutions. In many African countries development is basically managed by appointed UNDP resident representatives, this international presence is often as much part of the problem as of the solution.

The Stockholm Conference attended by over 134 organisations, marked water-shed in UN deliberations on the global environment. Both the conference itself and its deliberation were mere shadows for African nations. The only good thing that happened to Africa from the conference was the sitting of UNEP headquarters in Nairobi; but with dictatorial powers from the western nations. UNEP was marginalized and limited in status within the UN. UNEP became a failed initiative in Africa in its early year of formation, most glaringly is the failed campaign on desertification which is a prominent environmental problem in the Saharan and Sub-Saharan Africa. Even from its widely increased fund from 20 million dollars in 1973 (its first year of operation) to 100milion dollars in 1993. (World Bank, 1990). UNEP has not been able to address any major environmental problem in the world, not to talk of Africa. An increasing inflationary pressure which is explained to be characteristics of UN agencies has been excused for UNEP failure.

The UN system has made its system such that various forms of engagements take place with specialised claimed `transnational’ agencies within UNEP system in various global environmental issues and bargaining sessions that occur under UN auspices. This has limited many organisations and countries from Africa to take part in many UNEP vital issues and decisions. The problem is that no environmental NGO in African is accorded the status of being transnational. Hence, within the environmental community large and well-funded organisation (by UN itself) such as World Wide Fund for Nature (The Worldwide Fund for Nature was previously known as the World Wildlife Fund and retains the acronym WWF. The US affiliate still employs the name World Wildlife Fund) or Greenpeace. The Washington–based World Resources Institute (WRI), World Watch Institute. London-based International Institute for Environmental and Development take greater part in UNEP decision making.

The Failure in the UN system in addressing Environmental problems in Africa

Just as UNEP (the only official UN institutional that formulates and plays a central role in environmental and development issues) failed; many other UN established environment institutions followed similar steps, such include; “The World Independent Commission on Environmental and Development” headed then by Maurice Strong (Stockholm conference organiser) despite the widely support for UNEP” Sec General Tolba Mostafa. The establishment of the Commission on Sustainable Development in 1993 showed a single formal institutional return by the UN. The commission received an unworkable mandate of system-wide coordination like UNEP. The duplication of UNEP mandate for the Commission on Sustainable Development implies that UN has accepted the failure of UNEP in global environmental issues. The first problem faced by the commission is the wide criticism concerning, what sustainable development actually meant. Its focus has been that, natural resources should not be over-exploited, efforts should be on conservation. The World Bank and IMF blamed Africans for their environmental woes; they attributed this to the widespread poverty level in Africa with varying environmental problems such as bush burning, over-exploitation. In fact they advised the rural African populace to stop exploiting from the wild and embark on sustainable technologies like biogas generation. What about the varying oil spills from developed nations multinationals in Africa’s soil and their commercial forestry in Africa’s tropical forests? If we may also ask, the industrialized pollutants, is the ‘poorly’ un-industrial Africa still responsible for industrial pollutants, acid rain among others? If some western nations claim they are not guilty of all these; why have they refused to sign the Kyoto accord?

In fact, the generalised link between poverty and environment must not be exaggerated. This is because the existence of poverty does not mean the environmental degradation will follow. Projects embarked upon by UNDP such as new roads, bridges upon virgin territories lead to Agricultural colonisation and in fact population growth. Instead of stimulating entrepreneurship activities and investments in rural areas, it increases rural urban migration with an informal sector that acts as a magnet. People in the African rural areas react to environmental issues created by construction projects by migrating to urban areas due to decline in crop output. In Africa when faced with problems of real income, because of decline  in crop output by the Agricultural sector, rural farmers react in varying ways such as; seeking ecologically sensitive options. For instance, by adopting terracing techniques or Agroforestry on steep slope. In Sokoto-Nigeria, Bamako-Mali for example, the pressure of famine did not affect the preference of small holders for true conservation. This is what sustainability is in African context. They also seek income security rather than food security by obtaining employment off the farm or undertaking other activities that generate income. They choose activities that do not damage the environment. In view of this it becomes imperative to question the ability of the Africans (poor) to degrade the environment given the low nutritional status and lack of capital equipment. Therefore the claimed poverty in Africa as the cause of environmental degradation should be done away with.

UN Specialised agencies

Before the 1990s most attention have been drawn on specialised agencies notably FAO (Food Agricultural organisation), the World Health Organisation (WHO) and the World Bank Group. This is because their functional mandates intersect with global environmental agenda in many agencies. The absence of overarching UN institutions that adequately deal with questions of the environment is a major problem. This necessitates more focus in the specialised agencies, and this is reflected on their autonomy. The specialised agencies are deeply institutionalised, with no considerations to environmental issues. Most of them when faced with environmental demands extricate a complex combination rigid-reluctant attitude. They see environment as a threat to their traditional operation procedures and programme expansion.

Among all the agencies affiliated with the UN, the World Bank claims to be the most effective in environmental issues. It claims to have lending portfolio of over 20 billion dollars (World bank, 1992) annually, but the orientation of this on African nations has various environmental repercussions. Its emphasis on social and infrastructure development such as roads bridges dams has emanated several anthropogenic ecological disasters. The bank recorded many examples of funded-disasters, such as the Polonoraste colonization project in the Brazillian Amazon, and the Sardar Sarovar dam in India, all these were symbols of the failures of the World Bank. In 1997, the bank claimed to undergo reforms under the presidency of Barber. The World was optimistic about the Barber’s newly discovered reform to environmental issues. But up till now, it is obvious that the “Emperor’s new clothes bear only faint traces of green instead of becoming a leading environmental lender” (Bruce, 1990). The bank has become an arena where political, practical and theoretical difficulties of reconciling economic development with ecological sustainability have taken a backseat. The bank uses every platform to explain its non-performance in global environmental issues such as its internal bureaucratic and hierarchial organizational structure; external pressures from donor countries to keep the money circulating; lack of accountability and other contradictions in ecological sustainability.

In 1993, FAO’S committee on forest development in the tropics charged FAO with developing an ‘Action programme’ on the growing problem of tropical deforestation. An international task force tagged `Tropical Forestry Action Plant’ (TFAP) instructed developing countries to submit national plans for sustainable development in their forestry factor. In 1994, TFAP claimed to have produced substantial increase in Asia, Africa and Latin America. In many African and Asian countries, TFAP refuse to involve local participation in planning, the implementation and review processes were kept secret. In Nigeria and Mali for example. TFAP forest sector vision problem was expanding timber yields. They bye passed associated environmental concerns related to forest regeneration, biological diversity conservation. In fact in Nigeria TFAP is seen as a major contributor to tropical deforestation. According to George Marshall (1990), instead of tackling the root causes of deforestation, TFAP focuses almost exclusively on promoting commercial forestry. Although there were notable differences from the start, for instance between WRI vision and FAO formulation, that TFAP reflected in practice. But the exclusion of local participation queries the environmental reality to address local environmental problems from international focus without local involvement. This has done more harm than good to the forests. TFAP therefore represents a cautionary tale in deforestation crisis in the Tropical World which most African and Asian nations belong.

Conclusion; Inevitability of a Unified Africa

In Rio (1992) twenty years after Stockholm, Mostafa Tolba, and the executive director of UNEP agreed that Agenda 21 has been transformed from an ambitious plan to failure. He suggested that the commitment to enter into international agreements has not led to the commitment to action. Public concern has been growing as shown by the growing power and influence of green consumers. On the whole he agreed that international action has faltered. In 1997, precisely five years after Rio, another environmental conference was held in U.S. After two days of serious deliberations agenda 21 was declared a failure on the global stage by the programme for the further implementation of Agenda 21 was adopted. But this programme does not contain measures of desertification, erosion, bush burning, forestry among others which they claim were typical environmental issues in Africa. The development of Africa’s unified system of environmental and economic management will represent a genre of achievement, to provide sustainability in African context and full sovereignty of Africa’s economy in view of the grim situation in Africa. This is because the environmental and economic problems in Africa inevitably require a solid response from a unified system for unified solutions in climbing the wall of unity.
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