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QUAMRUL ISLAM CHOWDHURY, 
REZAUL KARIM and 

SHAHIDUL ISLAM CHOWDHURY 
write from Bali

W ITH negotiations at the 
fourth preparatory meet-

ing in Bali ongoing, the United 
Nations Secretary General for the 
World Summit on Sustainable 
Development (WSSD), Nitin Desai 
expects delegates to produce a 
strong action plan and political 
declaration for implementing sus-
tainable development principles. He 
calls it the Bali Commitment.

In an exclusive interview at his 
office room at Bali International 
Convention Centre, the charismatic 
UN top boss for sustainable devel-
opment shared with these corre-
spondents his ideas on the Bali 
Commitment. During the interview, 
Nitin as usual was very optimistic 
about the success of the on-going 
fourth preparatory committee meet-
ing (PrepCom IV) and the forthcom-
ing WSSD at Johannesburg from 
August 26-September 7, 2002.

Nitin sees no problem in the 
implementation of the Bali Commit-
ment, if agreed upon during this 
PrepCom IV and ultimately the 
Johannesburg Implementation Plan 
to help achieve sustainable devel-
opment across the world.

He foresees at least US $ 12 
billion additional funding commit-
ment from EU and USA made at 
Monterrey in March this year for 
implementation of WSSD follow-up 
programmes. 

The following are excerpts:
Ques:  The whole world is now on 
the road to Johannesburg Sum-
mit on Sustainable Development. 
As the WSSD secretary general, 
you are a key player. How do you 
assess the preparatory process 
so far and what are the key issues 
now the delegates negotiating?
Ans : Fourth PrepCom has a major 
commitment on water and sanita-
tion. Sanitation is a very impor-
tant issue on the earth. Many 
areas are densely populated. 
Even villages are densely settled, 
so we are working to give major 
thrust to the global sanitation and 
global water.

Lot of discussion has been going 
on in Fourth PrepCom on drinking 
water and sanitation. People use 
water in agriculture, to drink and 
cook in various types of production 
activities and for day-to-day life. So 
this is a major area of work. I hope a 
consensus will come through the 
summit.

Of course the summit has a 
broader agenda. Not only the 
energy, not only the health, not only 
the agriculture, not only the 
biodiversity and ecosystem man-
agement, the negotiators are work-
ing on various subjects, including 
those. If you see the process of 
negotiation, how 190 countries' 
negotiators are working through 
long arguments on what to do and 
how.
Ques: Are the discussions really 
focusing on all three dimensions 
of sustainable development?
Ans. It is also clear. The focus is 

more on sustainable development, 
those situation that are more directly 
involved, the economical, the envi-
ronmental and social aspects. The 
local governance is also an impor-
tant element. The local government 
is a big issue, as it covers many 
different areas. But the focus is more 
on economic and environmental 
issues.
Ques: How do you describe the 
progress thus far?
Ans: I will use the phrase many here 
are using, slowly but steady. It 
means the pace in terms of the 
numbers of paragraphs etc., which 
have been agreed upon is slow. But 
what has been done is 

very definite: Things are being 
finalized and decided.
Ques: What are the main issues 
being negotiated?
Ans: The whole issue is the form in 
which the commitment will be 
stated. How firm will the targets be? 
How firm is the language on the 
programmes? These are very 
important things which are being 
negotiated. But once they come to 
an agreement, then a lot of things fall 
in place. Like the language of 
finance, once you fix it in one place, 
a lot of other things get cleared up.

I would say at this stage some 
basic issues are being hammered 

out, then we will be at a stage  to 
ensure consistency.

People are negotiating in different 
working groups and contacts 
groups. Then when everybody 
comes together, you'll have to 

decide on what is the formulation 
that should be used throughout. 
That's the sort of thing we start doing 
on Friday.
Ques: What are the chances for a 
strong document?

WSSD Secretary General optimistic of a global deal on sustainable development

Ans: I don't know about that. A lot of 
countries support the idea of time 
definite goals, the NGOs are clearly 
in favour.
Ques: The negotiations should 
conclude by Friday. What do you 
expect the delegations do?
Ans: What I expect from them is to 
clear up as many things as possible, 
so that when we start on Friday we 
have some well-defined areas of the 
differences, which we shall resolve. 
So certainly the text, which will come 
out on Friday will have fewer alterna-
tives than the text, which is being 
looked at now. 

We are working on the assump-
tion that we complete our work. But 
there is a lot to do, on the  political 
declaration, on the preparation for 
Johannesburg and what is it that we 
need to do, to put some credible 
programme of implementation 
between Bali and Johannesburg.

My hope is that we really do 
complete our work by the weekend 
on the programme of action.  

The Bali commitment as I call it.
Ques: Will there be any change 
from here to Johannesburg?
Ans: The programme of action will 
be decided here. What will be done 
now is on the political declaration. 
Bali will give the outlines, the ele-
ments, but the actual drafting and 
discussion on that will take place in 
Johannesburg. 

But the main product of the Sum-
mit is what we think will be, what I 
call the Bali Commitment. If it is 
strong enough, we'll call it the Bali 
Commitment.
Ques: And if the programme is 
not strong enough?
Ans: We'll still call it Bali something, 
perhaps the Bali Programme.
Ques: Many people say the imple-
mentation (of the 1992 Rio Decla-
ration) was too weak and they fear 
this could happen again.
Ans: Yes, so I think a lot of focus 
here is on what we need to do to 
keep up the pressure. This sort of 
thing falls under the name of 
accountability and responsibility. 
Much of the discussion on the insti-
tutional issue here is on that. And I 
expect this will remain an important 
dimension between now and Johan-
nesburg. People will correctly ask: 
Okay, how do we ensure that this 
gets implemented? What do we 

need to do beyond Johannesburg? 
So this is very correct and we will 
see a lot of discussion here also on 
the follow up mechanism which 
focuses on this. 

This will be a major item. We call it 
the accountability and responsibility 
monitoring discussion.
Ques: And after Johannesburg?
Ans: I think the main thing is we 
really have to make sure that we 
implement what will be decided in 
Johannesburg. The real thing 
beyond Johannesburg, is to make 
sure that we actually meet the 
promise. Because the whole point of 
Johannesburg is implementation. 
This means we have to really make 
sure that we get to the sources, we 
get the programme in place, that we 
assist the countries in need of assis-
tance, that we help the countries in 
formulating their own plans. All of 
these things you will have to take up. 
So there is a lot of work beyond 
Johannesburg to do. 

The work is with the countries, the 
UN is not a negotiator. It is there to 
facilitate.
Ques: How do you foresee the 
journey of humankind along the 
road of sustainable develop-
ment? Do you think that the 
Johannesburg summit will really 
be successful?
Ans: Let's see what they decide. 
There are various issues. But we just 
need a hook. Then what are the key 
areas? Water, energy, health, agricul-
ture and biodiversity. The hooks are 
there. What has been discussed 
there? Just that strong the hook is. 
Suppose, I just have a general 
statement: We shall increase the 
proportion of renewable energy. It's 
a very big hook and there are many 
stronger hooks. In addition to that if 
they give timetable that we want to 
produce that by 2003. That's a new 
stronger hook. On top of that, they 
also talk about resources. That's a 
far stronger hook. So it's the ques-
tion of degree, but the hooks are 
there.

So programmes and their imple-
mentation depend on how much the 
hook is strong, on which we all the 
core global partners, on water and 
sanitation, on energy, on health and 
environment, on agriculture and 
biodiversity can rely. And that has 
been really discussed and debated 
here. So let us see that, in terms of 
outcome.

I think the PrepCom has suc-
ceeded in identifying the ideas. It 
has succeeded in placing the clear 

focus on anti-poverty agenda, on the 
environment agenda. The PrepCom 
has succeeded in identifying the key 
issues, water, sanitation, energy for 
people, access to energy, help 
increase agricultural productivity, 
land and water management. That's 
are prime issues have been identi-
fied.
Ques: Nitin, as a seasoned UN 
executive, you know whatever be 
the political declaration, what-
ever be the Bali Commitment, 
ultimately at the end of the day all 
depends on the quality of imple-
mentation. Do you think this time, 
you are also addressing the 
whole question of implementa-
tion?
Ans. The quality of implementation 
depends on how stronger the hook 
is. Think of the hook, on which the 
implementation programmes will be 
designed. The programmes will be 
designed at the country level, 
regional level and international 
level. And the stronger the hook is 
the clearer is the guidance for the 
programme design.

The second issue is fund, the 
resources. This time, all has been 
changed. We have received com-
mitment. We have got commitment 
in Monterrey in March. The EU has 
committed and increases its over-
seas development assistances. 
They will raise their assistance, in 
additional seven to eight billion 
dollars by 2006. The US has com-
mitted to increase their assistance 
by five billion dollars extra by 2006. 
In total 12 to 13 billion dollars extra.

So the money has been commit-
ted in Monterrey. Now we are look-
ing at programme design, which has 
a clear goal. We are looking for 
programmes which would be imple-
mented by utilizing the committed 
resources. The programmes 
should be connected with the 
overall goals of poverty reduction. 
Even we have to consider the child 
mortality issue. You see, the mor-
tality of children is there because of 
poor water, poor sanitation. That's 
a good strong hook. If you provide 
water, sanitation it will address 
child mortality.
Ques: So, you are more or less 
satisfied with the progress of 
work in this PrepCom?
Ans: I think we already have enough 
progress. Let us see, what comes in 
the process of few days.

MD. ASADULLAH KHAN

S CIENCE has now become 
clear: most new evidence 

confirms that global warming should 
be taken seriously. The report by the 
UN's Inter-governmental panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) made up of 
world's top climate scientists con-
cludes that man's actions have 
contributed substantially to the 
observed warming over the last 50 
years. The warming trend exhibited 
by the build up of carbon dioxide and 
other green house gases in the 
atmosphere has caused serious 
climatic disruptions around the 
globe in recent time. The result 
according to scientists could be 
droughts, melting ice caps, rising 
sea levels, coastal flooding, severe 
storms and other climatic calami-
ties.

Glaciers provide especially good 
ways to find out if our climate is 
changing. "Since they are typically 
formed as a response to cold cli-
mate, glaciers always reflect any 
change in climate", so says Gergan 
a glaciologist from the Wadia 
Institute of Himalayan Geology, 
Dehradun. After making numerous 
trips to the Dokriani Bamak glacier, 
a 5 km-long python of ice and mud 
that snakes through upper reaches 
of Garhwal, Himalays, Joseph 
Gergan is convinced that global 
warming trend has set in. After North 
India's freezing winter in 1998 and 
successive years, he expected the 
glacier to move forward. Instead it 
outran its annual average of about 
16 m and retreated by an all time 
high of 20 m. Since 1998, 
Bangladesh and India have been 
experiencing hottest summers 
accompanied by extreme weather 
conditions surpassing all previous 
records. Mentionably, parts of India, 
including West Bengal, Bangladesh 
and China had the worst flood in a 
century. The prime explanation for 

such freakish weather conditions is 
global warming, the heating up of 
the earth as forests are cut down  
crippling the earth's ability to absorb 
the rising clouds of carbon dioxide 
from its factories and vehicles.

No one disputes that the West is 
largely to blame for the existing 
greenhouse cover. But it is equally 
clear that the future trouble lies in 
Asia. South Korea already has the 
fastest growth rate for CO2 produc-
tion in the industrial world. If the 
current trends continue, this nation 
of 45 million people will be the 
world's number - two CO2 producer 
by the year 2030, according to the 
K o r e a n  F e d e r a t i o n  o f  
Env i ronmen ta l  Movemen ts .  
Canadian Sinologist and environ-
mental expert Vaclav Smil predicts 
that by 2020 China will have dis-
placed the United States as the 

world's leading producer of green-
house gases. According to National 
Institute for Environmental Studies 
in Japan, Asia now generates 25 
percent of all CO2 emissions, but at 
current rates of growth that figure 
will rise to 50 percent over the next 
century.

That means around the globe 
from Asia to Europe to the U.S., 
human activity is heating up the 
planet. The signs seem to point that 
way: weather patterns have 
become more erratic. As a general 
pattern we have been experiencing 
higher temperatures, says an expert 

Global warming : Meltdown can be prevented
in the Indian Institute of Tropical 
Meteorology in Pune. This summer 
parts of India and Bangladesh was 
believed to be the earth's hottest 
ever. In consequence sea levels 
have also risen by about 0.5 m. The 
seas around India and Bangladesh 
have shown a 2.5 mm rise per year 
over the past few decades. With 
ocean waters becoming warmer, 
they tend to expand. Add to this ice 
melts and you have oceans rising. 
Seas rising by millimetres and lands 
warming by fractions of degrees 
might not sound like much but in the 
giant thermometers that is the earth, 
it is enough to change life forever. A 
half metre sea rise for instance, is 
enough to wipe out India's coastal 
areas.

These facts dovetail ominously 
well with the theory that carbon 
dioxide (CO2) released by burning 

coal, oil and gasoline for heat, 
electricity and transportation is 
trapping excess energy from the 
sun. Carbon dioxide is produced 
when fossil fuels are used or when 
forests are burned. Agriculture 
releases other powerful green 
house gases (GHGS) such as 
methane and nitrous oxide. 
Industrial processes release chemi-
cals known as halocarbons (includ-
ing CFCs) and other long-lived 
gases some of which trap heat in the 
atmosphere. A study by a team led 
by James Hansen of America's 
space Agency, NASA, has looked in 
detail at the net effects of these 
factors. It distinguishes natural 
"forcings" from man-made ones, 
and works out the impact of each on 
temperature. Under natural condi-
tions, the earth releases heat at the 
same rate at which it absorbs 
energy from the sun. But the 
researchers conclude that man's 
actions since 1850 have upset the 
balance. Man-made GHGs now 
cause a forcing of more than two 
watts per square metre, the equiva-
lent of increasing the sun's bright-
ness by around 1%. The study says 
that increasing GHGs are estimated 
to be the largest forcing and to result 
in a net positive forcing during the 
past few decades". Dr. Hansen 
stresses the big impact of GHGs 
other than CO2. Global warming as 
such is real  and will probably get 
worse.

The only way to slow it down is to 
restructure the way we produce 
energy. Such stop-gap measures as 
insulation, carpooling and energy 
efficient light bulbs are all useful 
ways to begin curbing the burning of 
carbon rich fossil fuels. But in the 
long run as the world's population 
continues to increase and living 
standards rise these measures will 
not be enough. Experiments now 
going on in laboratories around the 
world are not only important but 
encouraging too. At a research 
centre outside Stuttgart, Germany 
engineers at Daimler Chrysler have 
created a high performance car 
whose tail pipe emits nothing but 
water vapour. In a giant wind tunnel 
at NASA's Ames Research Centre 
in California engineers are set to 
analyse air turbulence in order to 
make super efficient wind power 
turbines. In Japan scientists are 
perfecting paper-thin solar cells that 
will be cheap to produce and could 

turn every house into its own elec-
tricity supplier.

Cars like NECAR4 housed in a 
lab near Stuttgart, could help make 
that happen. This experimental 
vehicle, being jointly developed by 
Ford,  Daimler-Chrysler  and 
Canada's Ballard Power Systems 
get its energy from hydrogenthe 
most abundant fuel in the entire 
universe. Hydrogen unlike fossil 
fuels contains no carbon atoms 
and thus generates zero carbon 
dioxide. However, it could produce 
some pollution since burning 
hydrogen taints the atmosphere by 
rearranging air molecules to form 
nitrogen oxides and ozone.

Mentionably, fuel cells invented 
in the 1800s were adopted by NASA 
for generating clean power in space 
in the 1960s. Only in the past 

decade they have been made small 
enough to fit in inside a car. The 
NECAR4 based on a Mercedes - 
Benz A class sedan accommodates 
five people plus luggage reaches 
speeds of 90 m.p.h. (145 km/h) and 
goes about 280 miles (450 km) 
between fill-ups. By 2004, Daimler-
Chrysler and Ford as well as GM, 
Toyota and other companies  
expect to be selling fuel cell cars 
directly to consumers.

In an ideal situation the hydrogen 
may be produced sustainably with 
renewable electricity from the sun or 
wind. But till now the electricity 
required to split H2O (Water) into H 
(Hydrogen) and O (Oxygen) would 
be prohibitively expensive. So the 
first large-scale plants will probably 
wrest hydrogen from old-fashioned 
fossil fuels. That's very much a good 
news for China, whose gigantic-size 
rapid industrialisation and huge 
domestic coal reserves threaten to 
pump cataclysmic amounts of 
carbon dioxide into the air over the 
next century. While scaling fuel cells 
down to fit inside cars and trucks is a 
challenge, but scaling them up or 
linking them together to run facto-
ries and power plants should be no 
problem at all.

There is still some untoward 
effect in pulling hydrogen from fossil 
fuels in the sense that it leaves 
carbon dioxide behind. If the carbon 
dioxide is vented into the atmo-
sphere, global warming will be as 
big a problem as ever. Engineers 
are thinking of an alternative to  
pump it into the ground. In Norway, 
for example, the energy company 
Norsk Hydro is building a power 
plant that will be fueled with hydro-
gen drawn from natural gas. The 
CO2 that's left over will be reinjected 
into an oil field on the continental 
shelf. Not only will this take the 
carbon dioxide out of circulation but 
it will also pressurize the field and 
make the remaining oil easier to 
pump out. In Europe and the U.S., 
pumping CO2 into underground 
aquifers has proved an effective 
way of keeping it out of the atmo-
sphere.

Fossil fuels will remain an impor-
tant energy source for the foresee-
able future, but they will eventually 
run out and the world will have to 
switch to what environmental vision-
aries have been dreaming about 
since the original Earth Day: end-
lessly renewable power from wind 

and sun.
Wind has the edge. It's fast 

catching up with oil and gas in cost 
efficiency with the help of experi-
ments such as the one at Ames 
Research Center. By comparing 
what they learn from the wind tun-
nel's smooth airflow with data from 
the turbulent breezes at the National 
Renewable Energy Laboratory's 
test range near Golden, Colorado, 
engineers expect to build a new 
generation of super-efficient wind 
turbines with blades well over 200 ft. 
(60 m) across.

Efficiency doesn't help when the 
wind isn't blowing; as such it would 
be necessary  to store energy 
generated during gales for use 
when the air is still. The best way to 
do that, says Robert Williams, of 
Princeton University's Center for 
Energy and Environmental Studies, 
is to use the excess to compress air 
and force it into subterranean aqui-
fers, caves or salt domes.

Then, when the wind dies, the 
compressed air can be pulled out to 
help drive the turbines. "The tech-
nology was originally developed in 
the 1960s," says Williams, "to let 
nuclear power plants store excess 
electricity during off-peak hours." 
Now it could permit countries rich in 
wind resourcesincluding China, the 
U.S., Denmark and Germanyto take 
advantage of a free, unlimited and 
nearly pollution-less source of 
electricity.

On the solar-power front, the 
visions of 1970s-era environmental-
ists can still be realized, at least in 
part, if manufacturers could find a 
way to produce silicon-based 
photovoltaic cells more efficiently 
and thus drive down their high 
cost. One strategy is to reduce the 
thickness of a solar cell from the 
current standardabout that of a 
p iece o f  cardboard to  one-
hundredth of that size. Such thin-
film cells, whose development is 
furthest along in Japan, will use 
less raw material and will be far 
easier to manufacture with the 
extraordinary purity required to 
make them efficient enough to be 
economical.

Beyond that, their light weight will 
make installation easy, permitting 
them over windows. Because a 
given solar cell is sensitive to just a 
few colors of the many that make up 
sunlight, researchers are working 
on multilayered cells, which will trap 
most of the colours of the rainbow.

Since the sun doesn't shine with 
equal power everywhere, even a 
building slathered with solar cells 
will need another source of electric-
ity. One possibility: a system that 
uses both solar cells and a two-way 
fuel cell. During daylight, when the 
solar cells are operating, excess 
electricity could be run through a 
fuel cell to produce hydrogen from 
water. At night, the fuel cell could 
use the hydrogen to produce elec-
tricity again.

Ideally, every factory, building, 
home and vehicle would have its 
own clear, renewable power 
source, eliminating oil wells, coal 
mines, power plants and power 
lines--and all the environmental 
disruption they cause. For now, the 
world has a more urgent mission: 
to stop the planet from overheat-
ing, and to do it in a hurry. Thanks 
to the fuel-cell cars and more 
advanced wind turbines and solar 
cells that are close to fruition, the 
global-warming challenge seems a 
little less daunting than it did just a 
few years ago.

Md. Asadullah Khan is Controller of 
Examinations, BUET

'So the money has been committed in Monterrey. Now we are looking at programme design, which has a clear goal. 
We are looking for programmes which would be implemented by utilizing the committed resources. The programmes 
should be connected with the overall goals of poverty reduction. Even we have to consider the child mortality issue.'
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