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UN study floats idea 

of powerful global environmental organization

OTTAWA (CP) -- A United Nations think tank is floating the idea of a World Environmental Organization to offset the powerful influence of the World Trade Organization. 


A study by the Tokyo-based UN University highlights the need for greater balance and coherence in the world's system of international institutions.


"A well constituted WEO (World Environmental Organization) could act as a check or counterweight against overreaching by the WTO," says the study released Thursday. 


"External pressure on the WTO may encourage trade officials to place greater consideration on the environmental implications of their policies." 


The study is not recommending a new UN agency but raising the idea for discussion, Bradley Chambers of the UN University Institute for Advanced Studies, said in an interview. 


Environmental agreements currently can't be enforced in the way that trade principles are enforced by the WTO, he said. "We need to have the same type of push, I think, for environmental principles." 


Many environmental disputes wind up before the WTO, which sets and arbitrates international trade rules, because there is no other body capable of dealing with them in a binding manner, he said. 


"The WTO is the only game in town. If you can create another game, the WTO could just say, 'Hey, look, this (dispute) doesn't belong here; the mandate for this area clearly belongs with an environmental organization."' 


Improving global environmental governance will likely be a major topic at Earth Summit II, scheduled for Johannesburg, South Africa this summer, a decade after the original Earth Summit. 


Even without a new UN agency, measures can be taken to harmonize the hundreds of environmental agreements negotiated over the past 30 years, Chambers said. 


Many of those agreements overlap or conflict with each other. 


For example, the Montreal Protocol encourages the use of chemicals known as HFCs to avoid damaging the ozone layer, but the Kyoto Protocol lists HFCs as culprits in greenhouse warming. 


There is much confusion among treaties. The so-called precautionary principle, which basically says scientific uncertainty should not be an excuse for inaction, is defined differently in different agreements. 


"Every government has a different view on how to interpret it, so it weakens it and creates loopholes," said Chambers. 


There are also potential synergies among agreements, he added. 


The Kyoto protocol aims to reduce carbon in the atmosphere while the convention on biodiversity aims to protect forests which absorb carbon, so the two agreements reinforce each other. 


Many agreements call for the transfer of technology to poor countries, so combining these efforts could produce significant efficiencies, he said.

