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THE EARTH SUMMIT AND ITS IMPACT

- Narayani Khanna?
HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND ITS SIGNIFICANCE

The Earth summit or UNCED (the United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development) is thrive in history as the turning point with regards to all environmental
problems that affect the planet.This was a result of the global acknowledgment of the urgency
to apply sustainable development practices due to the vast environmental degradation led by
humans. Advocating for the earth, the indigenous peoples gathered in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil,
from June 3 to 14, 1992. This memorable event was the successful response to the climactic

environmental crises that had polarized the global public’s awareness by the late 20th

century.?

In the nineties, the whole of world felt the situation of insecurity and instability arising from
various ecological problems, including climate change, deforestation and biodiversity loss,
air and water pollution as well as depletion of natural resources among others. This anxiety
although it began within the confines of the realms of scientific enquiry had now spread and
become part of the public deliberations which was ignited by the Texas Burin incident of
1986. The horrendous nuclear disaster that occurred simply reinforced the rancor among the
environmentalists who blamed the ecological mismanagement as one of the factors that paved
for such catastrophe, pressing for immediate action specifically in addressing the root cause

of this environmental crisis.

Ultimately, the core of the Earth Summit agreement relied on deeper realization of the
imperative change for the relationship of humans with nature. As a matter of fact, it was

called into existence at that time when a concept of sustainable development had gradually

! Student at Amity Law School, Amity University, Noida
2 Vishal, “Rio Earth Summit 1992, Features, Outcome, Importance”, ( August 2, 2023 ),
https://www.studyiq.com/articles/rio-earth-summit-1992/
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assumed the status of being the leading policy guide for the global regulation. tThe event was
just a manifestation of numerous conferences on the environment before and after that, to
name the few, the Stockolm Conference in 1972 and then the Brundtland Commission in
1987. The summit in 1992 was thus a logical conclusion of somebody who wanted to make
the sustainability an agenda for both policy making and the program set down by the

organisations.

The Rio Declaration on Environment and Develop was the other pillar which laid the
cornerstone for the developing world. This initial paper, which was adopted by the General
Assembly, stated a number of provisions on sustainable development and illustrated its from
the environmental, social, and economic aspects. Thus its declaration on the inherent just
nature exploitation and the centrality of equitable and participatory approaches to
environmental governance which is well based on principles of intergenerational equity and

collective but differentiated responsibilities.

A complement of the Rio Declaration was Agenda 21 — a rich set of activities and action plan
for sustainable development in the 21st century. By launching this visionary document,
policies and actions for governments, civil society and the private sector to pull forces
towards achieving green environmental goals are being provided. This will assist in
advancing human welfare and equity. From the (Sustainable agriculture and energy
conservation) promotion for promoting (environmental education and public participation)

both to both, Agenda 21, laid out multifaceted strategies to have the (more sustainable and

resilient future) more sustainable and resilient one for all.®

However, the influence the Earth Summit was that it led to the adoption of the UN
Framework Conference on Climate Change which is the main guideline of the work of the
United Nations in this issue. In a nutshell, the UNFCCC being the first international treaty
directed towards the issue, the UNFCCC signifies a new chapter in global environmental
management and governance. The convention has created a platform for reducing GHG

emissions by committing the member states. Consequently, the stabilization of GHG

3 “When and where was the first International Earth Summit held?”, Byju’s, https://byjus.com/ias-
guestions/when-and-where-was-the-first-international-earth-summit-held/
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concentrations in the atmosphere was and continues to be the main foundation for the global
mitigation attempts against the consequences of climate change and their further adaptation.

It is not only for the visible outcomes fact; the Earth Summit was rather a trigger for how our
world looked at environmental issues — from a very different perspective. It empowered a
transformation of perspective that sees environmental sustainability no longer as a side issue
to ensuring human welfare but as the foundation for what is attainable. A conference brought
together the fact that there is a range of the solution to the challenge of environmental, social
and economic which need for integrated and holistic approaches.

Earth Summit went beyond to be more than just an event where the leaders and policymakers
meet; it was a pivotal turning point in the very thinking about the humanity when the natural
world is considered. And these aren't just grave environmental issues; those are statement of
foreign nations’ commitment to change the way we behave as living on our planet. This
victorious action became a representative of this global awakening when people began to
understand the compelling need of sustainable practices that protect the little one we have

from the planet for its wonderful ecosystems.

Earth Summit was the profound way to express and affirm a collective intention of forming a

way in the future where the world rises through human well-being yet preserve the integrity

of environment. This was an acknowledgment that the way we operate has unforeseeable
effects that would load the planet with problems and rob our children of their planet. Through
the organization of this gathering in Rio de Janeiro, leaders of the world demonstrated the
inseparability of ecological, socioeconomic and well-being, and committed that their

development priorities would put the environment and equity first.

Yet, the problems ahead are of unrivaled magnitude. Earth is facing many challenges
common to climate change, biodiversity loss, pollution, and resource depletion, which bring
instability to ecosystems and a fragile life of communities everywhere. Though there were a
lot of promises made at the World Summit of Earth, there were lot of which have not been

realized, and the speed of the environmental spoil has almost doubled at many places.

Nevertheless, it triumphs over these disappointments, staying as the beacon of hope and
awakening. It means to give impetus to the fact that we become the part of struggle to
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achievement for the better of the world just while we are united for a single purpose. The
principles that were declared at the Earth Summit constitute the backbone of the global
approach geared towards environmental challenges mitigation and continue to do so not only
as a framework on which countries can build upon the existing foundation for action but also

as an instrument for joint action and collaboration.

Besides, namely the held Earth summit let us remember the equity of all humanity to guard
the Earth for present and future generations. It is on us to act no longer just to survive in the
now but also for the sake of those who will live on in a world not anymore when we are long
gone. It is testament to the moral aspect of rational forestry practices and provision of a world
that is alive, prosperous and fair.

In this perspective, the Earth Summit is not just a historical event, but an evolvement
process—a distant personification that rings through time as invitation to take action. It
makes us rethink, face the menacing ecological issues faced by our planet, with bravery,
tenacity, and camaraderie on our side. It makes us ponder and be excited for when men will

live and strive to deserve the beauty of Earth and each member of it.*
OVERVIEW OF AGREEMENTS ESTABLISHED AT EARTH SUMMIT

Earth Summit, another title of the United Nations Conference on the Environment and
Development (UNCED), gathered for three days, from 3 till 14 June 1992, in Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil, the city where sustainable development is now a primary focus of the global
environmental governance. The summit was attended by the leaders of the effort to resolve
all environmental and developmental issues that face our planet. Attendees included
representatives of world leaders, policymakers, scientists, activists, and civil society. The

Summit brought many pacts to life; these became a precedent for nations working together to

protect and nurture the environment and sustainable development.® In its final portion we will

have a closer look at all these agreements to assess their role in the building up of a green

future.

4 Tarsh Thekaekara, “Red marks in India’s green report card”, The Hindu, (October 17, 2012) ,
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/Red-marks-in-India%E2%80%99s-green-report-
card/article12560107.ece
5 “Earth Summit”, Manitoba Wildlands, http://manitobawildlands.org/earth summit.htm
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The declaration of Rio is a foundational document that was prepared in the midst of the Earth
summit where 27 principles are guided toward the sustainable development endeavours. It
fundamentally gives a link between the environment, society, and economy while at the same
time it reiterates the necessity of the integrated decision-making to realize sustainability. The
principles of Rio Declaration cover all aspects aimed at preserving the environment and
complying with the precautionary principle, public participation as well as sustainable use of
natural resources. Take, for example, the third principle that reads, "the right to development
should be fulfilled in such way that future and current generations' developmental and
environmental needs can be satisfied by all." This principle coins the idea of balancing the
social equity and conservation of environment with economic development. The Rio
Declaration even though is old, it is still an essential document for different sustainable
development endeavours around the world; it is through this that governments and other

actors are informed on policies and drafting of international agreements.

Agenda 21 can be characterized as a multilayer supported framework for sustainable
development of the mankind in the XXI century which was proclaimed by the governments

in the Earth Summit. It gives a design of sustainability problems solutions involving an

integrated approach of planning and action on local, national and global stages.® Agenda 21

covers a lot of subject matter, such as seeking ways to reduce the poverty,pay attention to
health,those on education as well as biodiversity conservation, sustainable agriculture as well
as energy. The action plan of the partnership will focus on the major concepts of stakeholder
engagement, capacity-building, and technology transfer that are essential towards reaching
the sustainable development goals. As a matter of fact, one of the main instruments to be used
for the development of national and regional sustainable policies has been the agenda 21. In
addition, it has been at the basis of the work carried out by international organizations and
non-governmental structures alike. However, it remains until this day the sole source guide

for policy makers and sustainability crusaders at a global level.

UNFCCC is the abbreviation of United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
that was signed at the summit, and is a treaty of world with an ultimate goal to mitigate

climate change. Through it, countries agree to the scientific fact that climate change is

& “Agenda 217, Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Agenda-21
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humanly caused and the signatory nations are committed to returning greenhouse gas
concentrations in the troposphere to the levels that would not threaten life on earth. The
UNFCCC defines rights and actions that parties may take to achieve emissions reduction
which include mitigation, adaptation, and provision of financial and technological support to
developing countries. The conference was responsible for the setting up of the COP as the
supreme management body for the climate negotiations, which in ended to a series of
agreements such as the Kyoto Protocols and the Paris Agreement. The UNFCCC has been the
backbone of the global climate policy and it has brought many countries together as many
actions have been coordinated to produce emissions and improvement of the resilience to

climate change.

CBD, which is the other major contribution of the summit, is a treaty that is globally executed
to conserve biodiversity and see to it that its sustainable use is preserved. It acknowledges
inherent value of biological diversity and sees that it is also important for ecological, genetic,
social, economical, scientific, educational, cultural, recreational, and aesthetic values. The
CBD sets out three main objectives: the safekeeping of biodiversity, the tranquil nesting of its
members, and the coherent distribution of the earnings from its genes. It has resulted in
national biodiversity strategies and plans and a multilateral interaction on the environment
protection being elaborated in a lot of the countries. The CBD has been instrumental in the
education of the world about the value of biodiversity and the causes of the initiative as well

as planning the conservation and sustainable management of Earth's terrestrial, floral and

marine ecosystems.’

The Forest Principles, reached agreement at the Earth Summit, outline the principles of the
sustainable use of the forests, while the conservation of the forests are worldwide. Their
concern is for these forests because they know that forests are the foundation for biodiversity,
the defense from desertification, and a partner in the fight against climate change. The
principles underpin the need to tie forest preservation and management to national
development strategy and urge for international cooperation to support sustainable forest
conservation efforts in low income countries. Their non-legally binding character

notwithstanding, Forest Principles are very important as they have greatly influenced the

" Arkodeep Gorai, “All You Need to Know about Kyoto Conference, Agenda 21 and Rio Declaration”, iPleaders,
(June 28, 2019), https://blog.ipleaders.in/kyoto-protocol-agenda-21-rio-declaration/
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policy for forest conservation and sustainable management practically at global scale and
have thus made positive impact on the conservation and sustainable use of forest as well as
livelihoods of forest-dependent communities.

What was declared then as a Declaration of Principles of Sustainable Development, in the
Earth Summit, renews the intentional community involvement in sustainable development
policies. It offers a solution to factor in environmental, social and economic considerations
into policy making process, while ensuring that all stakeholders play active role in the
implementation of sustainable development. The document emphasizes the multilateralism,
technology collaboration and financial resources to ascertain sustainable development help
for the necessity of seeking in developing countries. It provides the reference star and pattern
for sustainable development in the entire world, which in return aids in planning and

execution of policy at all scales right from local to global.

It was made clear by Earth Summit that freshwater and oceans are the vital resources, and
therefore they should be accorded human’s environmental sustainability. Consents on
freshwater resource integrated governance were given, as well as on marine pollution
prevention, and the conservation and used of marine biodiversity in sustainable manner.
These pacts accentuate on the integrated measures that counter act the environmental,

societal, and economical problems of oceans and water resources. As a result, they support

the process of forming the national and regional polices which focus on protection and

sustainable management of freshwater and marine ecosystems. Furthermore, this allows us to

preserve and regenerate the long-term health and resilience of these environments.
EXAMINATION OF KEY PROVISIONS AND GOALS

The Rio Declaration which is the name of the reports that came as a result of the Earth
Summit that took place in 1992, crystalizes a complete package of principles that guide and
motivate people in all endeavors for sound environment and socio-economic well-being.
These principles show the strong desire of countries to meet with some urgent ecological

problems along with ensuring the quality of existence, making people happy and living in
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prosperity.Let's delve into each of these principles and their significance in shaping the global

agenda for sustainability.®

Principle 1: Humans are central to any new initiative. They deserve a productive life in

harmony with nature:

This principle takes human aspiration at the centre point of the sustainable development. It
account for the deep linkage between the human wellbeing and the environmental
sustainability, and as a result recommends pro-development models that advance both. It
stands out because it refers to humans as essential parts of the ecosystem, in so doing, it
underlines the need for ways of living and economic activities that will go hand in hand with

ecological balance.
Principle 2: Affirmation of the sovereignty of states to act on environmental issues:

This principle reflects the sovereignty of states to make their own decisions on the issues of
environment and to ensure it within their borders. On the contrary, it reinforces the impact of
environmental factors on the global stage, where they highlight the significance of
international cooperation and collective measures, establishing the relevant tools to counter
the challenges like climate change and biodiversity loss. This principle has the double
purpose of empowering states while promoting collaboration to strike a balance between

national sovereignty and realising a common global responsibility for the environment.
Principle 3: Goal of ensuring resources for future generations:

Within it is represented by this principle of intergenerational justice which puts across the
responsibility of the present day generation to protect natural resources for the sake of future
generations. It underlines the contrast between the limitedness of the Earth's resources and
constant demand for their conservation in a bid to maintain the usefulness of these resources
among the future generation. Through streamlining the welfare of the humanity in the long
term, this figure of thinking facilitates sustainable resource management practices that aid in
draining, the utilization of resources that are in a balanced way to respond to the needs of the

present and the paramount ones of the phases to come.

8“The Rio Conventions ”, https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-rio-conventions
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Principle 4: Placing environmental protection at the center of sustainable development:

The salient point of the principle is the core role that environmental protection plays in the
process of sustainable development. Alternatively, it acts as a reminder that Environmental
issues should be transferred into all the projects of development and act as a paramount
consideration in planning and decision-making process. A sustainable economy would be
achieved by preferring environmental sustainability, which is intended to ensure that
economic and social development is pursued in the manner that does not affect the integrity

of ecosystems, present, and future.®

Principle 5: Addressing global poverty and regional disparities:

The principle highlights the fact that poverty and inequality are intrinsic elements of the
sustainability development issues, thus they must be addressed as a pivotal problem. It
realizes that be it as a cause or an effect of environmental degradation poverty needs
coordinated solutions which should achieve the two key objectives of tackling poverty and
environmental sustainability. Through realizing that greed, poverty, and natural degradation
are interrelated, this approach is suggesting approaches that focus on the causes of the issues

and that end up in inclusive growth.
Principles 6 & 7: Special priority for developing and vulnerable countries:

To this end, these principles illustrate the demand for the provision of a special position and
guidance for the developing sectors in their quest towards sustainability. They understand
that developing countries very often are confronted with unfairly insurmountable
environmental problems, because of their scarce resources, the shortage of necessary
capacities, and the increased vulnerability to environmental hazards. Such philosophy urges
worldwide broad cooperation and help in the eclipsing process for the developing nations to
carry out sustainable development. This is the guarantee that nobody is left behind in the

transition to the sustainable future.

Principles 8 & 9: The scientific and technological application towards ecologically efficient

production and consumption.

 “The Earth Charter”, Environment & Society Portal, https://www.environmentandsociety.org/mml/earth-
charter
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These guidelines speak to the role of science in the process of creating systems that will
eliminate unsustainable behaviors and habits of production and consumption. The focus here
is on these - innovation, research, and tech transfer - along with a capability to create
solutions to environmental problems and reduce the ecological footprint of human activities.
While the cleaner technologies and efficient resource use become the promoting principles,
the purpose is to reduce the environmental contamination and, meanwhile, to make the

economies grow while people’s well-being improves also.

Principles 10, 11, 12: Information access, public participation, and fair trade practices will be

among the most important issues while negotiating new trade agreements.

These principles demonstrate the significance of openness, the public involvement, and as
well as the virtues of fair trade for the environmental administration. They propose
establishment of means for government to inform people about environmental conservation
promotion and implement citizen engagement in decision making processes that pertain to the
environment. Besides that, they ask states for not implementing disproportionate trade
restrictions or import regulation that can be harmful for other countries and risks achieving
just and pronounced effect on the global environment. The objectives of the above principles
in promoting environmental governance are to foster and enhance accountability, legitimacy,
and effectiveness through openness, inclusivity, and fairness in the environmental decision-

making mechanisms.

Principles 13, 14: Each type of lens aims at the prevention of loss and damage and securing

zero pollution transfer.

These principles however talk about the prevention of and the remediation of environmental

harm, which going further includes the transfer r pollution and the occurrence of loss and
damage. They demand procedures which are capable of reducing and, at the same time,
compensating to the people who are likely to be affected by the environmental degradation.
The offenders of the problem are supposed to be the ones who’ll pay for the remediation and
restoration. These principles intend to create a system, where the polluter has to pay the price
of damage due to pollution and the pollution is not transferred from one country to another.
And these principles seek to promote environmental justice, biodiversity conservation, and

good governance.
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Principles 20 & 21: Active participation of women and youth in addition to healthy
integration of indigenous knowledge in the field of biodiversity conservation and

environmental protection.

These principles highlight the significance of giving spaces to the people and sharing of key
resources for diverse contributions that imply sustainability. They advocates for the direct
involvement of women and youth in such crucial issues in decision-making process

concerning environmental protection and sustainable development, acknowledging their

distinguished perspectives, experiences, and resolutions relative to ecological preservation.®

While this too can be interpreted as a drawback, it emphasizes the significance of
incorporating traditional knowledge and indigenous practices into environmental
administration. It showcases the richness of knowledge indigenous communities have
concerning sustainable resource management and nature conservation. These principles help
achieve this goal through promotion of diversity, inclusivity and the integration of diverse
knowledge systems effectively reducing the risk of decision making as well as helps to

garnish social cohesion and resilience.
INITIAL OUTCOMES AND CHALLENGES

One of the Initial outcomeof the Earth Summit was the renewal of the scheme promoted in
the Stockholm Convention of 1972, as well as the decision to keep on developing the
foundations of those key principles. The Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment,
a summit which went down two decades earlier, had laid the foundation for the global
environmental governance and greather the concerns about the importance of the united effort
to tackle environmental issues. This new platform got a firm grounding at the Earth Summit
of the same year as it did not be limited to environmental issues but underlined their
inseparability and, at the same time, the importance of sustainable development as a leading

principle of global governance.!

10 Tarsh Thekaekara, “Red marks in India’s green report card”, The Hindu, (October 17, 2012) ,
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/Red-marks-in-India%E2%80%99s-green-report-
card/article12560107.ece
N“O&A: Rio+20 Earth summit”, The Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2012/jun/06/rio-
earth-summit
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Besides Earth Summit's most notable achievement was the ratification of the 27 principles of
Rio Declaration which act as the basics of development that is sustainable. These guidelines,
as such, defined a number of guiding principles, including, but not limited to the following:
the importance of human factor in environmental individual initiatives and the integration of
environmental components into development planning and inter-state cooperation to solve
global problems. The Rio Declaration laid the foundation for policy goals to be implemented
at national and international levels by giving guidance to policymaking mechanisms and

decision processes as well as shaping the global agenda for a sustainable future.

Also, the Earth Summit produced Agenda 21, which served as a blueprint for sustainable
development in the 21st century and suggested a list of possible actions within the broad
spectrum of sustainable development. The Agenda 21 has had a wide context of the health
and education and environmental issues which involve gender equality, poverty reduction,
healthier lives, protection of biodiversity, cleaner consumption and production and the
climate change. Through this process relevance, it fostered the use of holistic frameworks
where economic development harmonized with nature conservation and social justice,
underlining the significance of people participation, capacity building and technology

transfer.

Furthermore, the Earth Summit led to the establishment of two landmark international
treaties: UNFCCC, in this case, UNFCCC Convention on Climate Change, and CBD
Convention on Biological Diversity. The major objective of the UNFCCC was to stabilize
greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere to prevent them from reaching a
concentration beyond which even small changes could cause irretrievable changes in climatic
patterns. The CBD was aiming to conserve biodiversity and ensure its sustainable use. In the
attempt to combat the most important environmental problems facing the Planet these

negotiation processes represent a major worlwide program.

The climate change convention, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate

Change (UNFCCC),'? suggested some new approaches to tackling all the global

environmental issues. Even though this convention came with a lot of achievements, the

12 “What is the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change?”, https://unfccc.int/process-and-
meetings/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change
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Earth summit also provided some of the challenges and complexities associated with such a
problem. One of the tough challenges, however, was the fact, that international agreements
and commitments seemed to be hard to put at the level of national and local plans. Despite
the fact that the earth summit generated a long list of resolutions and programming,

implementation proved very equally hard, especially for developing countries, given that

such countries lack adequate capital to get it done.*3

Besides, the lack of resolution among the nations on such general problems, like climate
change and sustainable development, became a considerable problem. The Earth Summit
although was successful in gathering a wider array of parties, i.e. governments, civil societies
and private sectors, it suffered from dissimilarities in interests, priorities and viewpoints that
often conflicted with the process of reaching an agreement and committing to joint actions.
Regulating agreements, which had to be balanced among the different stakeholders' needs,

wants and concerns was a process that required advanced negotiation skills.

Equally important, this summit addressed the unequal disbursement of environmental impacts
and vulnerabilities, placing developing countries under the need to heal from environmental
degradation, a case usually with them being victims of the impacts of climate change.
Sustainable development undoubtedly needs to address the considerate differences that exist
in the proportion of resources and support given to countries. These disparities should be a

key issue in developing the international agenda.

Moreover, the agenda, as compiled at the Earth Summit, highlighted the continued call for
assessments, review, and enhancements of strategies and sustainable development initiatives
to guarantee their effectiveness and timeliness. Sustainable development recognition is a
complicated and continuous job that takes place through learning, innovation, and adaptation
to changing social, environmental, and economic dimensions. As it pursued follow-up work
and post-Earth gathering political will for sustainability remained an arduous objective until

later.

Summing up, the Earth Summit came as a big step in global attempts for sustainability as it

produced fundamental documents and agreements among many countries in the world which

13 “Impacts of climate change”, World Health Organization,
https://www.who.int/southeastasia/activities/impacts-of-climate-change
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are a foundation and gate for global collaboration in environment and sustainable

development. Nevertheless, summit has put on the spotlight of various disadvantages and

trembling line relating with the global environmental affairs that resulted due to the
implementation gap, disagreement and where impact is not equally divided, thus there is
extensive need for consistent assessment and adaptation. Such steps necessitate a constant
commitment and cooperation among governments, civil society, business sector, and all other
relevant forces along with invention of new approaches and solutions so as to develop a more

sustainable and resilient future for every human.
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