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Rania	  Masri

Here	  are	  my	  comments 	  in	  rela1on	  to	  the	  ques1ons 	  you	  posed.	  Please	  note 	  that,	   in 	  answer	   to	  your	  
second	   ques1on	   (where	   should	  we	   go	   from	   here),	   I	   recognize 	  that	   you	  may	   not	   have 	  1me	  to	   go	  
through,	   in	   detail,	   the	   amount	   of	   informa1on/points 	  of	   discussion	   that	   I	   am	   raising.	   I	   do	   hope,	  
however,	   that	   the	   essence	   of	  the	   issue	  is	  raised:	   	   (1)	  finding	  proper	  measures	  of	   sustainability	  of	  
natural	   resources	   that	   are	   based	   on	   equality,	   democra@c	   governance;	   (2)	   ensuring	   that	   natural	  
resources	   are	   no	   longer	   managed	   for	   market	   profitability	   but	   managed	   for	   current	   and	   future	  
genera@ons;	   (3)	  recognizing	  that	  sustainable	   environmental	  management	   cannot	  exist	   in	   isola@on	  
from	  a	   stable,	   ra@onal	  economy	  (i.e.	  one	  *not*	  built	  upon	   con@nual	   growth),	  and	   cannot	  exist	   in	  
isola@on	   from	   a	   governance	   model	   enshrined	   in	   the	   values	   of	   equality,	   equity,	   open	   access	   to	  
informa@on,	  and	   full	  civic	  par@cipa@on;	  and	  (4)	  recognizing	  that	  development	  goals	  and	  objec@ves	  
for	  sustainable	  management	  of	  natural	  resources	  must	  be	  predicated	  on	  the	  needs	  and	   limita@ons	  
of	  the	  ecosystems	  themselves	  and	  not	  the	  desires	  of	  human	  communi@es.

	  
(1)	  Where	  are	  we	  now	  in	  terms	  of	  environmental	  sustainability	  and	  MDGs?
To	  assess 	  where	  we	  are 	  now,	   it	   is	  cri1cal	   that	  we	  have	  first	   –	   an	  understanding	   of	   environmental	  
sustainability,	  and	  its 	  intricate 	  rela1ons	  with	  economic	  and	  governance	  policies,	  and	  second	  –	  accurate	  
and	  well-‐defined	  indicators.	   	  Please	  include	  in	  this 	  discussion	  the	  problems	  of	  the	  indicators 	  used	  in	  
MDG	  Goal	  7:	   they	   are 	  poorly-‐defined,	   inaccurate,	   and	   fail 	  to	   cover	   needed	  areas.	   	   Please	   see 	  the	  
aLachment	  for	  my	  comments 	  on	  the	  indicators 	  for	  MDG7.	   	  (Thank	  you	  Iyad	  for	  including	  these	  points	  
in	  the	  discussion)
	  
(2)	  Where	  should	  we	  go	  from	  here?
[Note:	   Thanks	   to	   the	   UN	   Major	   Group	   Commons	   Cluster	   for	   their	   sugges;ons	   for	   sustainability	  
indicators.	  The	  Cluster	   is	  a	  a	  Network	  of	  NGOs	  that	  have	  been	  involved	  in	  the	  Rio	  Process	  and	  are	  s;ll	  
working	   together	  to	  help	   the	  United	  Na;ons,	  Governments	  and	  CSOs	  beHer	  understand	  the	  need	  for	  
and	  poten;ality	  of	  a	  commons	  based	  approach	  to	  the	  solu;on	  of	  problems	  in	  the	  area	  of	  sustainable	  
development.]

Although	  we	  have 	  witnessed	  an	  increase	  in	  interna1onal 	  trea1es 	  and	  in	  the	  number	  of	  Ministries	  of	  
Environment	   and	   other	   legisla1onal 	   bodies 	   tasked	   to	   oversee	   the 	   environment,	   we	   have	   not	  
witnessed	  an	  increase	  in	  sustainability	   prac1ces 	  or	  an	  increase	  in 	  real 	  understanding	  of	  sustainability	  
issues.	  Rather,	  we	  have	  witnessed	  a	  con1nuous 	  degrada1on	  of	  natural 	  resources,	  and	  an	  increasing	  
scarcity	   of	  water	   -‐	   the	  most	  cri1cal 	  of	  resources.	   	  Since	  the	  current	  dominant	  economic	  structure	  is	  
one 	  that	   is	  defines 	  growth	  as 	  progress,	  and	  since	  con1nuous	  growth	  is 	  dependent	  on	  exploita1on	  of	  
(limited)	  natural 	  resources,	   for	   there	  to	  be 	  sustainability,	   the 	  economic	   structure	  itself	   needs 	  to	  be	  
transformed.	  The	  ques1on	  then	  becomes:	  How	  we	  can	  we 	  work	  on	  environmental 	  sustainability	  while	  
maintaining	   the 	   same	   economic	   structure	   that	   has 	   caused	   the	   drama1c	   degrada1on	   in	   our	  
ecosystem?	   The 	   transforma1on	   requires 	   goes	   beyond	   a	   mere 	   (and	   problema1c)	   “valua1on	   of	  
ecosystem	   services”	   –	   and	   into	   a 	   shiU	   from	   demanding	   con1nuous	   growth	   and	   exploita1on	   of	  
resources	  to	  working	  towards	  a	  steady-‐state.	  	  	  

Where	   we	   want	   to	   go:	   To	   a 	   recogni1on	   that	   sustainability	   is 	   based	   on	   equity	   and	   ecosystem	  
limita1ons,	   requires 	  a 	  ra1onal 	  economic	   structure 	  (and	   not	   one	  demanding	   endless 	  growth),	   and	  
requires	  a	  democra1c	  governance	  framework	  that	  is	  people-‐centric	  and	  par1cipatory
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Envisioning	  another	  economic	  structure	  -‐-‐	  There 	  is 	  a	  contradic1on	  between	  sustained	  growth	  and	  the	  
needs 	  of	  nature.	   Simply	   speaking,	   ‘sustained	  growth’	   violates 	  the	  laws 	  of	   thermodynamics 	  and	  the	  
laws 	  of	  nature.	  	  This 	  contradic1on	  can	  be	  resolved	  through	  a	  shiU	  to	  a 	  commons-‐based	  economy	  –	  an	  
economy	   that	   at	   its 	  base 	  the	  well-‐being	   of	   all 	  people	   and	   nature.	   A	   commons 	  approach	   involves	  
empowering	  people	  to	  care 	  for	  the 	  fruits	  of	  nature	  and/or	  society	  they	  and	  their	  communi1es	  need	  to	  
survive 	  and	  thrive.	   A	  primary	   focus	  is 	  on	  using	  open,	   inclusive	  and	  par1cipatory	   forms	  of	  decision-‐
making	  where	  there	  is	  gender	  balance.	  	  (Source:	  UN	  Major	  Group	  Commons	  Cluster)

The	  Principle	  Elements	  of	  a	  Commons	  Approach	  to	  Sustainable	  Development.	  
• Environment:	  Protect,	  restore,	  and	  act	  as 	  stewards 	  of	  the	  natural	  environment	  and	  other	  commons	  

resources.	  
• Governance:	   Ac1vely	   include	   the	   general 	   public	   and	   various	   stakeholders	   in	   governmental 	   and	  

community	  management	  and	  decision-‐making	  processes	  in	  a	  par1cipatory	  manner.	  
• Economy:	   Ensure	  that	   the	  benefits 	  deriving	   from	   the 	  ownership,	  use,	   and	  management	  of	  public	  

goods 	  and	  commons 	  resources 	  are	  equitably	   shared	  among	  all 	  peoples 	  (and	  that	  the	  economy	  
is	  built	  within	  the	  limita1ons	  of	  the	  ecosystem).	  

There	  has	  been	  a 	  great	  deal 	  of	  interest	  lately	  in	  the	  need	  to	  integrate	  the	  3	  dimensions 	  of	  sustainable	  
development	   (environmental,	   governance,	   and,	   economic).	   A	   commons	   based	   approach	   to	   the	  
development	  and	  then	  management	  of	  policy,	  programs,	  and	  legisla1on	  would	  provide	  an	  excellent	  
means 	  for	  ensuring	  that	  policies 	  are 	  integrated,	  coherent,	  and	  sufficient	  for	  solving	  our	  local 	  to	  global	  
challenges.	  	  It	  is 	  also	  specifically	  needed	  to	  ensure 	  adequate 	  Governance	  of	  Local	  to	  Global 	  Commons,	  
as 	  is 	   increasingly	   recognized	  by	   governments 	  and	  within	   UN	   agencies.	   The	  UN	   Task	   Team	   for	   the	  
Post-‐2015	   Development	   Agenda	   has 	   recognized	   the	   need	   for	   a 	  more	   effec1ve 	   system	   of	   global	  
governance 	  in	  order	  to	  protect	  and	  manage	  our	  global	  commons 	  and	  commons 	  resources 	  as 	  indicated	  
in	   its 	  recent	   paper	   on	  Global 	  Governance	  and	  Governance	  of	   the	  Global 	  Commons	   in	  the	  Global	  
Partnership	   for	   Development	   Beyond	   2015.	   (See:	   hLp://www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/
untaskteam_undf/them_tp2.shtml	   )Now,	   the	   United	   Nations	   needs	   to	   recognize	   that	   a	  
participatory	   commons	   based	   approach	   for	   managing	   and	   governing	   these	   Global	   Commons,	  
along	  with	  local	   and	  regional	  commons,	   is	  also	   needed	  and	  can	   lead	  to	   further	  prosperity	  and	  a	  
more	  equitable	  sharing	  of	  the	  bounty	  of	  the	  earth.	  	  

In	  addi@on	  to	  a	  governance	  system	  founded	  on	  equity	  and	  human	  rights,	  we	  also	  need	  to	  recognize	  
that	   sustainability	  measures,	  goals	  and	  objec@ves	  need	   to	  be	  defined	  by	  environmental	  limita@ons	  
and	  not	  by	  human	  desires.	  	  	  

Sugges@ons	  for	  indicators:

(A)	  One	  of	  the 	  key	  missing	  indicators	  in	  assessing	  sustainability	   is 	  examining	  sustainability	  within	  the	  
context	  of	  the 	  economy.	  Sustainability	   is 	  achieved	  when	  the 	  human	  economy	  fits	  within	  the	  capacity	  
provided	  by	  Earth’s	  ecosystems.	   	   	  Current	  dominant	  forms 	  of	  economic	  ac1vity	   degrade	  ecosystems,	  
interfering	  with	  natural 	  processes 	  that	   are	  cri1cal	  to	  various 	  life	  support	   services.	   In	   the	  past,	   the	  
amount	  of	  economic	  ac1vity	  was	  small	  enough	  that	  the	  degree 	  of	  interference	  with	  ecosystems	  was	  
negligible.	   The	   unprecedented	   growth	   of	   economic	   ac1vity,	   however,	   has 	  significantly	   shiUed	   the	  
balance	  with	   poten1ally	   disastrous 	  consequences.	   Sustainable 	   scale	   is	   the	   key	   characteris1c	   of	   a	  
steady	   state 	  economy.	  Scale 	  is 	  simply	  a 	  measure	  of	  the	  size 	  of	  one 	  object	  rela1ve	  to	  another.	   In	  this	  
case,	  we 	  are	  concerned	  with	  the 	  size	  of	  the	  human	  economy	  rela1ve	  to	  the	  ecosystems 	  that	  contain	  it.	  
This 	  is	  why	  gehng	  the	  scale	  of	  the 	  economy	  right	  (technically	  the	  point	  at	  which	  the 	  marginal	  costs 	  of	  
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growth	  equal 	  the	  marginal 	  benefits)	  is 	  the 	  highest	  priority	  for	  a	  steady	  state 	  economy.	  (source:	  Center	  
for	   the 	  Advancement	   of	   the 	  Steady	   State	  Economy).	   	  When	  people	  and	   communi1es 	  manage	  and	  
produce	  the	  goods 	  and	  services	  they	   and	  their	  progeny	  need	  to	  survive	  and	  thrive,	  they	   tend	  to	  care	  
for	   the	  natural	  and	  social 	  resources 	  on	  which	  they	   depend.	   For	   this	  reason,	   a 	  commons 	  approach	  
tends	  to	  result	  in	  careful	  stewardship	  of	  natural	  and	  social	  resources.

We	  should	  encourage	  a	  replacement	  of	  the 	  GDP	  as	  the	  main	  representa1ve	  of	  economic	  health.	  The	  
GDP,	  among	  its	  numerous 	  faults,	  regards	  the	  economy	  as 	  separate	  from	  the	  environment,	  rather	  than	  
being	  derived	  from	  within	  the	  environment	  (since 	  all 	  goods 	  used	  in	  an	  economy	  are	  derived	  from	  the	  
environment	  itself).	   Thus,	  a 	  new	  economic	   indicator	   is 	  needed.	  Numerous	  examples	  exist,	   including	  
the	  Genuine	  Progress	  Indicator	  (GPI)	  adopted	  by	  the	  State	  of	  Maryland	  in	  the	  US.	  

(B)	  Also	  missing	  are	  indicators 	  of	  the	  governance	  of	  natural 	  resources 	  within	  the 	  economic	  spheres.	  	  
Are	  natural	  resources 	  that	  are	  essen1al 	  to	  ecosystem	  and	  human	  health	  –	  such	  as 	  water	  –	  priva1zed	  
and	  placed	  on	  the	  market	  or	  are 	  they	  held	  as	  a 	  common	  public	   resource/good	  to	  be 	  protected	  and	  
managed	   for	   current	   and	   future 	  genera1ons?	   Thus,	   indicators 	  would	  need	   to	   measure	   how	   far	   a	  
par1cular	  resource 	  (natural,	  social,	  digital,	  informa1onal,	  cultural)	  is 	  managed	  and	  produced	  with	  the	  
democra1c	  transparent,	  inclusive	  input	  of	  all 	  stakeholders	  in	  such	  a	  way	   that	  all 	  stakeholders 	  benefit.	  
This 	   indicator	   is 	   already	   welcomed	   in	   the	  UN	   because	   there 	  was 	  much	   discussion	   in	   the 	  Rio+20	  
Document	  ‘The	  Future	  We	  Want’	  about	  input	  from	  all	  stakeholders	  in	  decision-‐making.	  

In	  addi1on,	  an	  indicator	  on	  the	  priva1za1on	  and	  commodifica1on	  of	  natural 	  resources 	  is 	  needed.	  	  We	  
know	   from	   vast	   experiences 	  that	   the	  market	   is 	  designed	   to	   product	   profit	   and	   not	   to	   encourage	  
sustainable	  environmental 	  prac1ces.	  We	  also	  know	  from	  experience	  that	  the	  priva1za1on	  of	  resources	  
has 	  encouraged	  increased	  inequity.	  Thus,	  it	  is 	  key	  to	  monitor	  the 	  trend.	   	  Water	  is 	  one	  cri1cal	  resource	  
here.	  	  The	  UN	  has	  recognized	  water	  as 	  a	  human	  right	  (UN	  General 	  Assembly	  Resolu1on	  64/292	  on	  July	  
2010),	  and	  not	  as	  a 	  human	  need	  –	  and	  thus	  it	  is 	  the	  responsibility	  of	  the	  government	  to	  provide 	  water	  
for	   current	   and	  future	  genera1ons.	   	   Consequently,	   indicators 	  that	   assess	  water	   as 	  a	  commons 	  are	  
needed.	   	  A	  water	  commons	  means 	  that	  water	  is 	  available 	  for	  all 	  people	  and	  ecosystems,	  and	  that	  the	  
resource	  be	  passed	  on	  undiminished	  and	   intact	   for	   future	  genera1ons’	   enjoyment.	   	   	   Indicators 	  on	  
water	  would	  be 	  broadened	  from	  numbers 	  of	  households 	  connected	  to	  the	  water	   grid	  to	  watershed	  
protec1on.	  Indicators 	  would	  also	  include	  whether	  policymakers 	  use 	  full 	  cost	  recovery	  from	  all 	  users	  	  -‐-‐	  
rather	  than	  charging	  water	  based	  on	  consump1on,	  with	  higher	  volume,	  wealthier	  users	  pay	  more	  and	  
insuring	  that	  all	  receive	  the	  minimum	  required	  water	  for	  consump1on.

(C)	  Given	  that	  sustainability	  is	  people-‐centric	  and	  is 	  based	  on	  a	  ra1onal 	  economic	  structure,	  and	  given	  
that	  good,	  par1cipatory	   governance	  is 	  key	   to	  developing	  sustainable	  management,	  then	  we	  need	  to	  
recognize	   the	   inherent	   impossibility	   of	   developing	   sustainable	   management	   within	   the	   current	  
dominant	   economic	  model 	  in	  the	  Arab	  World	   -‐-‐	   i.e.	   the 	  ren1er	   state	  (as 	  discussed	  in	   the	  Working	  
Group	  3:	  Voice,	  par1cipa1on,	  civic	  engagement,	  and	  poli1cal 	  inclusion).	  	   	  Here,	  there	  is 	  much	  that	  we	  
can	   learn	   from	   The	   Vancouver	   Ac1on	   Plan,	   the 	   1976	   founding	   document	   for	   UN-‐	   Habitat:	   The	  
unearned	  increment	   resul1ng	  from	  the	  rise	  in	  land	  values	  resul1ng	  from	  change	  in	  use	  of	  land,	  from	  
public	   investment	   or	   decision	   or	   due 	   to	   the	   general 	   growth	   of	   community	   must	   be	   subject	   to	  
appropriate	  recapture	  by	  public	  bodies	  (the	  community).

	   Here	  are	  four	  Commons	  Indicators	  that	  were	  used,	  and	  are	  quite	  applicable	  to	  the	  Arab	  region:
	   (1)	  Housing	  is 	  unaffordable	  for	  many	  because	  houses,	  produc1ve	  capital,	  and	  labour	  are	  being	  
	   taxed	  too	  heavily	   and	  the 	  commons	  rent	  of	  surface	  land	  too	  lightly.	  What	  percentage	  of	  your	  
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	   government	  budget	  comes 	  from	  surface 	  land	  rent	  (for	  instance	  via 	  land	  value	  tax	  or	  land	  lease 	  
	   fees)	  compared	  to	  taxes	  on	  labour	  and	  produc1ve	  capital?

A.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (10%	  	  or	  less)
B.	  	  	  	  	  	  (11	  to	  20%)
C.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (21	  to	  30%)
D.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (31%	  or	  more)

	   (2)	   The	   unearned	   income	   (surplus	   profits 	   or	   “resource	   rent”)	   accruing	   to	   non-‐renewable 	  
	   extrac1ve	  resources 	  should	  be	  placed	  in	  commons	  trust	   funds 	  for	  the	  equitable 	  benefit	  of	  all 	  
	   ci1zens	  and	   to	  fund	  renewable	  energy	   technology.	   	  What	  percentage 	  of	   your	   government’s 	  
	   public	  finance	  is	  resource	  rent	  from	  non-‐renewable	  natural	  resources?

A.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (10%	  	  or	  less)
B.	  	  	  	  	  	  (11	  to	  20%)
C.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (21	  to	  30%)
D.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (31%	  or	  more)

	   (3)	  Pigouvian	  or	   “green”	  taxes 	  should	  be	  levied	  on	  pollu1on	  in	  order	  to	  give	  full 	  incen1ves 	  to	  
	   clean	  up	   our	   water,	   air	   and	   land	   resources.	   What	   percentage	  of	   your	   government’s	  public	  
	   finance	  comes	  from	  green	  taxes?	  	  

A.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (5%	  	  or	  less)
B.	  	  	  	  	  	  (6	  to	  10%)
C.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (11	  to	  15%)
D.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (16%	  or	  more)

	  

	   (4)	  There	  should	  be	  broad	  public	   input	   into	  decisions	  concerning	   the	  use	  of	   the	  commons,	  
	   par1cularly	   the 	  use	   of	   extrac1ve,	   depletable	  natural 	  resources	  that	   are 	  oUen	   damaging	   to	  
	   surrounding	  land,	  water	  and	  air.	  To	  what	  degree	  does 	  your	  government	  ac1vely	  encourage	  and	  
	   support	  broad	  based	  ci1zen	  decision	  making	  over	  the	  use	  of	  extrac1ve	  resource	  commons?	  

A.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (very	  liLle)	  	  
B.	  	  	  	  	  	  (underway)
C.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (to	  some	  degree)
D.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (ac1vely	  seek	  and	  support	  ci1zen	  input)	  

(D)Recognizing	   that	   implementa1on,	   integra1on,	   transparency,	   and	   access 	   to	   informa1on	   are	  
fundamental 	  to	  ensure	  accountability,	  and	  thus 	  empower	  sustainability,	   it	  becomes	  cri1cal 	  to	  link	  
sustainable	  development	  indicators	  with	  good	  governance	  indicators.




