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A useful lens

So, why should the twain meet?  What could Appalachia and the Citizens Network for Sustainable Development possibly have in common?  Why is this outsider from Washington, DC here at a conference on Appalachian Studies taking up your valuable time talking about a bunch of other outsiders scattered around the country, obsessed about a conference that took place six years ago in South America?  Not only that, but a U.N. conference?

In many ways, the story of the Citizens Network (or “CitNet”) provides a useful lens by which to examine a number of questions confronting communities today:  

· What can local communities do about the global forces increasingly threatening their health, safety and quality of life?  

· How can communities effectively address the sometimes overwhelming complexity of issues affecting their future?  

· And what kind of agenda or plan do communities and citizens need to create for themselves to ensure a sustainable and just future for themselves and their grandchildren?  

These are all questions that CitNet members have been asking.  In general, the CitNet story is about the search by concerned citizens in communities throughout the country for strategies to answer and effectively do something about those questions.  

1.  First, I want to give some background on the Citizens Network for Sustainable Development, which first began as a grassroots, volunteer effort to mobilize participation by U.S. citizens in the “Earth Summit process.” 

2.  As part of this background, I want to highlight two important results from the Earth Summit which, despite their various weaknesses and limitations, should be in the tool box of every sustainability activist:  

· the Agenda 21 Program of Action – an official set of agreements by the world’s governments to promote sustainability, eradicate poverty, and empower communities, and 

· the Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) set up by the U.N. and meeting every year to review and promote the implementation of Agenda 21.  

3.  I want to talk about the importance of citizens and citizen organizations in holding their governments accountable for their promises to take those actions necessary to create a “secure, sustainable and equitable future.”
 

4.  Then, I would like to talk about the sustainable communities movement that has been gradually emerging over the past few years, reflecting the struggles of communities around the world, throughout the United States, and particularly in Appalachia.  Since it was these mountains that fueled the American Industrial Revolution, it is fitting that we are here talking about how to go beyond Industrial Society to a Sustainable Society.

5.  Finally, I want to briefly note some of the recent work of the Citizens Network and its members in developing a national Sustainable Communities Initiative to promote and support these efforts.
What is “CitNet”?  

The U.S. Citizens Network for Sustainable Development (CitNet) began in 1990 as an ad hoc network of citizen organizations and sustainability advocates across the United States, who came together to help mobilize public participation in the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janiero.  This was the famous “Earth Summit” that produced the international Agenda 21 agreement on a global Program of Action, intended to “shift the world onto a new pathway to a more secure, sustainable and equitable future.”  

For early founders of the Citizens Network, the future did look very secure, sustainable or equitable – neither globally or locally.  Global trends were increasingly threatening the futures of local communities:  

· degradation of the environment, 

· poisoning of the air, water and land, 

· increasing inequality and deepening poverty, 

· rapidly growing population, and 

· an expanding mass culture of conspicuous consumption relentlessly eroding traditional values and ways of  life.  

CitNet members also noted with alarm the expanding dominance of international trade and corporate rights over the rights, laws and self-reliance of local communities.

CSD and the Agenda for the 21st Century

The purpose of the Earth Summit was to convene the leaders of the world’s governments to address the global crises emerging from the past century’s industrialization and unsustainable practices  The goal of this gathering was to develop a comprehensive global plan of action to serve as a framework for the world’s leaders to do something about these growing crises – an “agenda for the 21st century.”  The result is the Agenda 21 Global Program Of Action.

In the first 22 chapters, Agenda 21 identifies some of the following tasks for national governments:

· combating poverty
· changing unsustainable consumption patterns
· protecting fresh water
· protecting the atmosphere (air quality) 

· instituting integrated land use planning and management 

· promoting sustainable human settlement development
· combating deforestation
· conserving biological diversity
· promoting sustainable agriculture and rural development
· promoting sustainable mountain development
· addressing population growth
· protecting and promoting human health
· safely managing toxic chemicals, hazardous wastes, solid wastes and radioactive wastes

· and the strengthening of NGOs and other major groups. 

Skepticism toward “world leaders”

Long before the Earth Summit, CitNet members and many other concerned citizens were skeptical of the capacity of the world’s leaders to make significant progress in such an ambitious plan to save the planet.  Most believed that the only way the Earth Summit could live up to its promise was through the voice and actions of concerned and informed citizens and nongovernmental/citizen organizations.  This skepticism, as well as a strong belief in democracy, helped motivate the early development of CitNet in mobilizing citizen participation.

In Rio, the governments negotiated their blueprint for protecting the environment, eradicating poverty, and encouraging public participation, while at the same time excluding NGOs from the official negotiations.  CitNet members joined with hundreds of other NGOs gathering from around the world at a different location, creating the NGO Forum and negotiating their own People’s Treaties, germinating the seeds of new civic organizations and campaigns upon their return to their respective countries.

Upon his return from Rio, President Bush and the U.S. government delegation had little to say to the American people and our cities’ mayors about their Agenda 21 agreements, much less their agreement to encourage local authorities to consult their constituents about their concerns and priorities about the future, i.e., to encourage and support local communities developing their own local agendas for the 21st century.  

To all appearances, Bush’s visit to Rio was just another act of diplomacy to maintain face on the world political stage.

On the positive side, most of Agenda 21’s government signatories established their own national councils of sustainable development (e.g., the President’s Council on Sustainable Development) and national environmental plans (something which the U.S. still lacks), and some countries actually made significant strides in engaging their citizens and changing the rules and their institutions to reflect the values of sustainability (such as in the Netherlands and many Scandinavian countries).  

However, on the whole,  follow-through by the world’s so-called “leaders” has dragged  far behind the rhetoric and objectives of Agenda 21.  Although the ideas, knowledge, technology, money, and methods are available to make the change towards sustainability, the political will for this is not.  For example:

· No new resources.  Although in  Agenda 21 governments agreed that “a substantial flow of new and additional resources to developing countries” is needed, the stock response by the US delegations to CSD continues to be “no new resources.”  At each CSD session, as well as at meetings in Washington, CitNet members continue to point out the contradictions (e.g., with destructive subsidies and continuing investment in military and fossil-fuel based technologies) and push the State Department to find solutions to the finance issue.  

· As the rich get richer. Principle 5 of the Rio Declaration states that “all States and all people shall cooperate in the essential task of eradicating poverty as an indispensable requirement for sustainable development.”
  Unfortunately, the United States government continues to shirk leadership in eliminating poverty and inequality.  In turn, CitNet – through the US NGO Caucus and the public meetings we organize with US officials – continues to raise this priority and search for strategies to move this forward. 

· Championing corporate rights.  We have indeed witnessed some changes, cleaner and more efficient production methods, new and expanding markets for organic and socially responsible products and services, and a greener rhetoric.  However, the momentum of industrial capitalism with all its unsustainable, undemocratic, and inequitable baggage continues.   At the other pole of the social change spectrum from the sustainability movement is the movement for greater corporate rights, the liberalization of trade (NAFTA, WTO) and investment (Multilateral Agreement on Investment) – what many refer to as economic or corporate globalization.   The corporate rights movement, promoted by the International Chamber of Commerce and numerous trade associations and political action committees, is another global force that will leave its harsh mark on local  communities.

In the past two years, CitNet members have helped organize the NGO Taskforce on Business and Industry, involving over 100 NGOs and NGO networks, to emphasize the need for greater corporate accountability and governments’ responsibility in ensuring that accountability.  Because of the work of the NGO Taskforce, government texts and speeches now increasingly refer to corporate accountability – despite the protests of the International Chamber of Commerce and industry lobbyists.

Overall trends worsening

Five years after the Earth Summit, even the U.N. General Assembly admitted that the world is heading toward a showdown.  In their review of progress by the world’s leaders in implementing Agenda 21, the U.N. General Assembly confessed that “overall trends remain unsustainable”: 

Too many countries have seen economic conditions worsen and public services deteriorate; the total number of people in the world living in poverty has increased.  Income inequality has increased among countries and also within them, unemployment has worsened in many countries, and the gap between the least developed countries and other countries has grown rapidly in recent years....Many people, particularly in the least developed countries, still do not have access to adequate food and basic social services or to clean water and sanitation.  Reducing current inequities in the distribution of wealth and access to resources, both within and among countries, is one of the most serious challenges facing humankind.

If that is not bad enough, the report goes on to point out:

“The state of the global environment has continued to deteriorate...and significant environmental problems remain deeply embedded in the socio-economic fabric of countries in all regions...Overall, trends are worsening.  Many polluting emissions, notably of toxic substances, greenhouse gases and waste volumes are continuing to increase....Marginal progress has been made in addressing unsustainable production and consumption patterns.  Insufficient progress has also been identified in the field of environmentally sound management and adequate control of transboundary movements of hazardous and radioactive wastes.  Many countries undergoing rapid economic growth and urbanization are also experiencing increasing levels of air and water pollution, with accumulating impacts on human health.  Acid rain and transboundary air pollution, once considered a problem only in industrialized countries, are increasingly becoming a problem in many developing regions.  In many poorer regions of the world, persistent poverty is contributing to accelerated degradation of natural resources and desertification has spread.... Inadequate and unsafe water supplies are affecting an increasing number of people worldwide, aggravating problems of ill health and food insecurity among the poor.  Conditions in natural habitats and fragile ecosystems, including mountain ecosystems, are still deteriorating in all regions of the world, resulting in diminishing biological diversity.  At the global level, renewable resources, in particular freshwater, forests, topsoil and marine fish stocks, continue to be used at rates beyond their viable rates of regeneration; without improved management, this situation is clearly unsustainable.

While there has been progress in material and energy efficiency, particularly with reference to non-renewable resources....increasing levels of pollution threaten to exceed the capacity of the global environment to absorb them, increasing the potential obstacles to economic and social development in developing countries.

Perhaps we should not be surprised, considering the underlying values of industrial society and how we have been raised to see and understand the world.  In addition to the global problems themselves, we are up against the institutionalized values which continue to create and perpetuate those problems.  We find these in the news and entertainment media, at the workplace, in our schools and universities: the promotion of competitive individualism vs. cooperation and community;  unqualified economic growth vs. sustainable development; conspicuous consumption and fashion vs. sufficiency and quality of life.  

In addition, these values combine with a rather callous disregard for the poor and other cultures, and a view of nature and environment as something to be dominated and used rather than as something of which we are an interdependent part.

So, if we can’t depend on our leaders to do the job, who can we depend on?  The answer, of course, is that we have to depend on each other.  Ultimately, the global agenda for creating a sustainable future depends on the struggles of local communities and concerned, informed citizens.

Significance of Agenda 21 and CSD

Considering the “worsening trends” and the foot-dragging of governments on implementing their Agenda 21 agreements, of what value does Agenda 21 and the Commission on Sustainable Development offer NGOs?  How do sustainability advocates put these two things in their “toolbox”?

Since the days of mobilizing Earth Summit participation, through the past six years of lobbying the government to make good on its word, CitNet members tend to agree on the continuing value of this document and institution.  Despite internal weaknesses and insufficient progress in implementation, Agenda 21 and the CSD provides citizen organizations with a number of important opportunities for moving towards sustainability and justice goals:  

1.  Focuses official worldwide attention to the global crises threatening local communities and ecosystems (which the media occasionally picks up), and documents governments’ agreement to address these crises . 

2. Provides a “free social space” for NGOs from all parts of the world, from the industrial north and the less-industrialized south, to engage in critical dialogue with each other and national governments, and to build international coalitions.

3.  Provides a political vehicle where NGOs can directly lobby and communicate with national governments around the world, as well as our own government, with the views, concerns, recommendations and demands of those sectors of civil society which normally do not have such an opportunity.

4.  Emphasizes participation in decision-making by nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and other major groups – women, indigenous peoples, youth, farmers, and others -- as key players in achieving sustainability locally and globally – especially in decisions affecting their communities.

5.  Promotes the development of Local Agenda 21 processes, emphasizing consultation with local communities and the creation of local and regional sustainability plans from the bottom up.

6.  Stresses the need for governments, business and academic institutions to redefine current conceptions of economic growth and wealth, and the need to account for externalized costs.

7.  Presents an integrative framework emphasizing the interdependency of those crises and the need for integrative strategies to effectively address them.  This framework in turn provides NGOs with a basis for strategically linking environmental, social and economic issues, organizations and campaigns into a larger and more far-reaching movement – in contrast to the all-too-familiar competition among single-issue efforts.

Participation in decision-making

For CitNet and other NGOs, the concept of major groups and the importance given by Agenda 21 to public participation is one of the especially significant aspects of this document and the work of the UN Commission on Sustainable Development in following up on the Earth Summit agreements. 

The major groups, as defined by Agenda 21 are: women, youth, indigenous people, nongovernmental organizations, workers and their trade unions, the scientific and technological community, and farmers, as well as local authorities and business and industry.  

Despite the disapproval of some of the more authoritarian governments, and the hesitancy of others to give NGOs too much influence over decisions and policies, the governments of the world acknowledge their dependence upon civil society in making sustainable development a reality:

[DON’T READ] “One of the fundamental prerequisites for the achievement of sustainable development is broad public participation in decision-making.  Furthermore, in the more specific context of environment and development, the need for new forms of participation has emerged.  This includes the need of individuals, groups and organizations to participate in environmental impact assessment procedues and to know about and participate in decisions, particularly those which potentially affect the communities in which they live and work.”

Since the time of the Earth Summit, when NGOs were kept out of the government negotiation chambers by armed guards, to the current CSD sessions and U.N. summits in which NGOs now appear on several government delegations, which increasingly ask for NGO inputs, however critical, in the issues and negotiated texts negotiated, NGOs and other major groups have been slowly gaining a more prominent place at the table.  

[From one perspective, this gradual increase in NGO/major group participation appears to correlate with the gradual decline in state sovereignty in the face of expanding corporate globalization and corporate rights.  The more governments are held hostage by corporate political interest groups, the more those in government need NGOs to help them hang on to their integrity.  Where government representatives are often unwilling to risk publicly criticizing corporate power, NGOs can more easily take on this function.  NGOs usually have no problem with pointing out the inherent conflicts between public interest and company profits, and are free (in ways public employees are not) to mobilize public support for policies and legislation necessary to promote healthy and sustainable communities.  NGOs are increasingly being recognized as major players in a new global balance of power.  As much trouble as they can be, NGOs and citizen organizations nevertheless represent a serious counterweight to the globalizing corporate state.]

However, for government and business to take sustainability seriously, they need to hear the persistent and frequently loud voice of organized and informed citizens.   

The sustainable communities movement 

The sustainable communities movement appears in many shapes and color and goes by many different names.  While the movement has no center it has many expressions, in cities, suburbs, and rural communities, in the mountains of Appalachia, Carpathia, and Honduras, to the small islands of the South Pacific and the Caribbean.

[Despite the neglect of the U.S. government and even the President’s Council on Sustainable Development to communicate to citizens about the Agenda 21 agreements or the plea to local authorities to support local Agenda 21 initiatives, communities across the United States and around the world have nevertheless been busy developing their own sustainability agendas for the 21st century.]  

The expressions are everywhere: environmental justice campaigns, citizen environmental councils, community visioning and indicators, the struggle for growth management and regional land-use planning, community-supported agriculture (CSAs), time dollars.  

Even the President’s Council on Sustainable Development set up a Sustainable Communities Taskforce to make contact with some of this energy.  Soon after, the U.S. Council of Mayors and the National Association of County Organizations formed the Joint Center for Sustainable Communities.  Universities have also been setting up Sustainable Communities Centers and the term “sustainable community” is becoming more frequently heard -- and in some cases even fashionable.

Sustainable community development

Nevertheless, for most communities, the old way of thinking about community development remains firmly entrenched:  The celebration of unqualified growth…to create jobs…by competing with other counties and states to lure large companies to locate or not move away…tearing down historic landmarks to make room for new commercial complexes…and so on.

The concept of sustainable community development, on the other hand, tends instead to emphasize:

· Local economic self-reliance, whereby communities are not subject to the economic blackmail of TNCs, but instead foster a local economy of local businesses, or at least businesses that act more like neighbors than spoiled and arrogant guests. 

· New measures of wealth.  Part of the success of economic self-reliance depends on new definitions and measures of wealth, in which the success of a business or government is evaluated not so much according to the flow of money but by the quality of life of the people involved.  How do we know the community or the world is truly becoming more sustainable?  What are the indicators to let us know what progress we are making?  

· Sustainability.  This leads back to the concept of sustainability, of thinking about issues in an integrative way, seeing the interdependence of the social, environmental and economic, and of looking down the road to future generations, to the impact of our current actions on the quality of life of our grandchildren.

· Justice.  Furthermore, sustainable communities reserved only for a tiny, privileged part of the community is not sustainability but a social time bomb.   Sustainability  requires social justice, which means that overcoming the gap between rich and poor, the powerful and the powerless must be one of the priorities of sustainable community development. 

· Civic engagement and participation.  Finally, all these values and approaches mean nothing if people are not actively engaged in the struggle to realize these aims.  Thus, civic engagement and participation in decision-making processes are essential to the sustainable community development process.  Sustainable communities can only come about through an ongoing democratic process of self-creation.  Sustainability advocates have to continually learn how to “do democracy.”  Citizens have to learn how to get the information they need so they can make the right decisions and create a decent future – one their grandchildren won’t curse them for.  

Citizens Network’s Sustainable Communities Initiative

What is the Citizens Network doing to help local sustainability advocates?  This was one of the questions raised a year and a half ago when members met to review the Network’s own progress in the five years since Rio.  Several members complained that the Network was not active enough, that more effort needed to be made to help build the sustainability movement. 

Many felt that, as a "network for sustainable development,” CitNet needed to play a much greater leadership and support role.  However, as a network of sustainability advocates, this meant that the members of CitNet needed to learn and show greater leadership and find ways to support each others’ efforts.  Thus, the Sustainable Communities Initiative was initiated.

CitNet members agreed on five main work areas for this  Initiative to realize:

1. Information exchange

2. Mapping the movement

3. Building capacity, coalitions, and constituency

4. Policy development and advocacy

5. Media strategies

Regioners: supporting local initiatives and priorities

It was decided that different CitNet members would act as regional focal points.  These “regioners” would provide a linkage between the issues, organizations and initiatives within a particular area and CitNet members in other regions.  They could also draw on CitNet’s issue-based working groups as a resource for information, knowledge and political help.  Working groups could help regioners with issues such as water, toxics, sustainable agriculture, youth, and others, as well as serving as a voice in Washington and the U.N. regarding loca concerns and priorities.

The International Sustainable Communities Forum

In addition to the advocacy work in Washington and at the U.N. and the development of the regioner initiative, CitNet members also felt that there needed to be more connection with the sustainable community efforts going on in other countries.  Believing that there is much to learn by sharing experiences and ideas with NGOs and sustainable community organizers and advocates in Africa, Western and Eastern Europe, Latin America and Asia, CitNet members agreed to organize such a gathering.  Thus, the first International Sustainable Communities Forum was held last April in New York, during the time of the Commission on Sustainable Development.  

The second International Sustainable Communities Forum is now being planned for April 1999.

Conclusions

As I explained earlier, the Citizens Network represents a search by concerned citizens for strategies to create a sustainable and just future, for our communities and the nation, as well as the world at large.  It is a search for ways to learn what we need and how to organize for what we want.  It is an entirely voluntary effort, with no paid staff.  In many ways, CitNet is similar to the hundreds of other citizen organizations in communities throughout the country that have taken up the sustainability challenge. Eventually, each of our searches should lead to each other.  When we finally find each other we should also find ourselves leaving industrial society behind.  Ahead waits a new form of citizenship and a very different world.
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