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Rio+20: the occasion without further delay of global responsibilities.
The crucial role of India.
 

 

         The International Rio+20 Conference that will be held in Brazil next June could fail once again as it has failed in the past. All requirements for failure seem indeed to be fulfilled and the conference could well end in the list of international negotiations that have been closed in deadlock since the beginning of the 21st century.

 

First reason for failure: big countries do no longer organize negotiations within the United Nations framework but routinely prefer to hold conferences based in consensus, with veto power given to everyone. The reality of interdependence between people is, thus, denied. Each country pretends to take into account only its own public opinion, and each company only cares about its own shareholders. The more unreal sovereignty becomes, the greater the resistance to take into account community assets and the more prone rulers are to cling to it. Each of our actions has a worldwide impact, but those who rule our nations believe they are only accountable to their voters, and companies pretend to be judged solely within the frame of national laws. Never before have governance and law been so poorly adapted to the actual challenges facing the people, from global warming to exhaustion of resources, from the financial crisis to terrorism.
Second reason for failure: the agenda of the conference. The sustainable development agreed to at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio has not held its promises. Today everyone claims to be pursuing a sustainable development, but our current development pattern has been only marginally amended. A new awareness has been brought about. But a few limited steps ahead and a few daring discoveries will not be enough to reorientate our social organization, which is still based in the pursuit of quantitative growth at any cost. After twenty years no progress has been made in the path towards a fair distribution of natural resources and fossil fuels, no progress has been made in the intent to set a limit for greenhouse gas emissions, no progress or almost any has been made in the search for production and consumption patterns that will promote general welfare and the respect of the biosphere limits. Under these circumstances it is clearly worthless to introduce a new concept, the so called green economy, which will have the same destiny than sustainable development and will further reduce the agenda by focusing attention on the impact of this green economy on the struggle against great poverty. Next June big countries will have in mind the financial crisis, the bankruptcy risk incurred by some nations, the threat of a global recession. Rio+20 will simply pass unnoticed.
Third reason for failure: the juxtaposition to the Rio event of a conference of Heads of State plus a counter conference from the anti-establishment social movements. Once again the same scene will be played where the powerful protected by the police are confronted to the poor or the activists who try to take possession of the place. This will again discredit the conference of Heads of State without benefiting anyone.
And yet, the Rio+20 Conference is absolutely necessary. The world community must take again the road of ambition and success, find out how it can approach in a new way the common challenges humanity must face in order to honour its supreme commitment with the new generations, instil a new spirit, and set the foundations for new international regulations that will be up to the problems that must be solved. This can be done. It can be done provided that a group of nations join forces rapidly to amend the Rio+20 agenda and convert the reasons for a scheduled failure into appropriate means for the conference to become a historical milestone, the starting point for taking seriously into account the new multipolar reality, and for opening new perspectives. This is what reason calls for. It is the road of hope. Let’s therefore review one by one the reasons for failure and let’s see how we can transform them into means towards success.
To leave behind the impotence resulting from the rule of consensus and added national egoisms, all nations must recognize their interdependences and assume the resulting co-responsibilities. To cope with our interdependences we need to create a world community who is aware of the common destiny we all share. This community will not be brought together by a common history or by common beliefs. It must gather around a set of shared values and challenges that have to be confronted with a joint effort. Responsibility is the basis for this common code of ethics. To train “free and responsible” citizens is mentioned in the Constitution of the UNESCO as the target of education, based in “democratic principles”. The concept of responsibility is universal because it reflects the idea of reciprocity, of relationship between human beings with each other and with nature, and it is obvious that society cannot exist without them. It is at the same time the point of reference for personal choices, the basis of the social contract and the foundation of national and international law. The global nature of interdependences should compel us to establish a Bill of Universal Responsibilities as the third pillar of the international community, side by side with the Charter of the United Nations and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Some have even put it as follows: the 20th century was the century of rights; the 21st will be the century of responsibilities, which are the counterpart of rights. By placing the moral issue at the core of the Rio+20 agenda, it becomes possible to put an end to the deadlock of unanimous decisions, to deal with the root causes of impotence and to establish the appropriate conditions for a legal and social development that will radically change our idea of the world and our regulations. If Rio+20 becomes the moment when the debate and the passing of the Bill are launched, it will remain ingrained in our memory.
 

To break the deadlock of an agenda focused in a specific theme, we must convert the confluence of the environmental, economic, social and financial crises into an opportunity, as declared by Dilma Rousseff in the United Nations General Assembly, during her historic speech of September 21st. We cannot address each of these crises separately. We have now to address them jointly and try to find a global replacement for the current development pattern. This great transition, which will challenge the ideas, the actors and the tools of economy such as it exists today, will be a long process. We cannot pretend, without seeming rather arrogant, that by June 2012 all solutions will have been found, all triggering mechanisms of this great transition will have been defined. However, if Rio+20 is the starting point of a worldwide effort towards this end, it will be a historic conference. 
 
To cope with the expected juxtaposition of a conference of Heads of State –or, to be more accurate, a series of speeches delivered by Heads of State, none of which takes even the time to hear the speeches of his colleagues– and of a big anti-establishment event, there must be a change of perspective and we must admit that traditional diplomacy, which consists in first defining “national interests” and then confronting them with each other, is only one way  –and maybe the less appropriate today– for world society to deal with its problems. Obviously the time has not yet come for a worldwide parliamentary assembly and in fact such a response would not be completely adequate if deputies are again elected on a national basis. But we may today lay a symbol: a General Assembly of the United Nations to be held after a deep reform that will lead the organization to represent –in compliance with the first part of the Charter– “the people” from all over the world through a group of representatives of the civil society (institutions and socio-professional circles) working side by side with the member States.
But who will dare taking this step? Who can take the lead and admit that, since we cannot afford a new failure in Rio, the agenda and the ambition of the Conference must be amended?  The task must unquestionably be assumed by Brazil, a big emerging country, a non nuclear superpower that will be hosting the Conference. This is what has been recently argued in the presence of members of the Brazilian government. The speech of the President of Brazil in the United Nations clearly shows that she shares our analysis of failure risks. But Brazil cannot take the lead alone. The support of another big country is needed for the take-off. The conclusion stands out: it is up to India to play this crucial role.
