
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
IPEN Conference  
Global Toxics-Free Future Forum 
11 June 2012 
Remarks by Jeffery Huffines 
 
Appointed by UN DESA last October to be the third Organising Partner of the NGO 
Major Group for Rio+20, CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation based in 
Johannesburg, South Africa, is committed to the strengthening of civil society 
participation, envisioning a world of active citizens that are able to act on the challenges 
facing them.  
 
Through research, knowledge dissemination, convening and advocacy, CIVICUS aims 
to promote civic existence, expression and engagement, and enhance the participation 
of civil society in global decision-making processes.  
 
As a world alliance of civil society organisations with over 100 partners and national 
alliance members that span the globe, CIVICUS is privileged to be among the original 
co-sponsors of this NGO/CSO Global Common Statement for Toxics-free Future 
initiated by IPEN. It is perhaps no accident that this noteworthy initiative also includes 
the support of two other Organising Partners, from Major Group for Women with Sascha 
Gabizon, WECF Women in Europe for a Common Future, and signatory to the 
statement, Leila Reinjout, NGO OP representing ANPED: Northern Alliance for 
Sustainability, who had registered Joe DiGangi, Senior Science and Technical Advisor to 
IPEN, to attend the preparatory meeting in New York last January, who first introduced 
me to the important work of IPEN along with Imogene.  
 
To organize and harness the diversity of expertise represented in the NGO Major Group, 
the Organising Partners organised last February over 20 thematic clusters based upon 
the priority issues of the two main themes of the conference. Clusters include 
agriculture/food, water and sanitation, biodiversity, sustainable cities, renewable energy, 
oceans, SCP, health and well-being, human rights and equity, and chemicals, capably 
facilitated by Mariann Lloyd-Smith on behalf of IPEN.  
 
A part of the genius of the Rio Principles and Agenda 21 of 1992 is that it not only 
significantly advanced the vision of a sustainable world, but it gave us the means to do 
so through the establishment of the nine Major Groups of Society, (which as we all 
know, includes representatives from Women, Children and Youth, Indigenous Peoples, 
NGOs, LA, Workers/Trade Unions, Business/Industry, Technological/science and 
Farmers.) 
 



Yet outside of the CSD, most people have never heard of the concept of the nine Major 
Groups, and indeed I would say that in a certain sense the sustainable development 
community has barely tapped into the potential synergies inherent in the notion of the 
nine Major Groups working together to not only advance the positions and concerns of 
their respective constituencies at international negotiations and conferences organised 
by the United Nations, but to also work together to advance issues of common concern 
at not only the international level but more importantly at the national level, where 
national legislation is produced and implemented by relevant executive agencies.  
 
The nine Major Groups concept also reminds us that the cause of building a sustainable 
world where “people have the right to enjoy healthy and sustainable green livelihoods 
that do not harm their bodies or the environment” concerns all of us as members of 
society, that every group and sector of society has a vital stake in the outcome, and a 
vital contribution to make.  
 
When considering the issue of the “sound management of chemicals” and “chemical 
reform” there is a tendency among many of us who are not scientists or policy makers to 
ask ourselves, unless I have a PhD in chemistry or in the sciences, who am I to offer my 
advice on these topics? In our specialised world of experts, the average citizen tends to 
defer to the experts to figure these things out, just as long as I as a consumer benefit 
from the products they make at the cheapest possible cost.  
 
Utilising Rio+20 as a global platform, this common global statement is a clarion call to 
remind us that in point of fact in this interconnected world the issues of toxic and 
hazardous chemicals, of the unsustainable patterns of consumption and production and 
resource extraction that dominate the world economic system, that people’s right to 
health and to a green livelihood and a sustainable future, are all inter-related, and as 
responsible citizens of the world it is our duty to ourselves and future generations to take 
the time to understand these complex issues and to take a stand based upon the best 
available scientific evidence.   
 
CIVICUS believes that the Zero Draft outcome document for Rio+20 must advance a 
rights-based approach to sustainable development that reaffirms past political 
commitments, and in particular, the need to protect civil society space, ensure maximum 
public participation and advance democratic freedoms, by establishing legally binding 
commitments which support the three dimensions of sustainable development: social 
justice, environmental sustainability and economic development. 
 
An enabling environment for civil society in accordance with international human rights 
standards ensuring freedom of association, expression and assembly, is critical on both 
the national and global levels, because it provides the public space for citizens to 
exercise their democratic rights to govern the development of society.  
 
Applied broadly to all stakeholders, Rio+20 must reaffirm the rights of access to 
information, public participation and justice as stipulated by Principle 10 of the Rio 
Declaration, thereby ensuring civil society participation at all levels of decision-making as 
well as implementation, monitoring, compliance and dispute settlement processes. 
 
In this respect, we very much appreciate that this statement highlights the “demands and 
struggles of works, women and children, indigenous peoples, peasant farmers, 
consumers and communities affected by toxic chemicals in the exercise of their rights to 



a healthy environment” who are urged to participate at all levels of decision-making in 
the implementation, monitoring and compliance of the science policy that guides the 
economic, social and environmental development of their localities, provinces and 
countries.  
 
CIVICUS calls for the adoption of a rights-based approach at Rio+20, that integrates 
human rights norms and standards in the design and implementation of sustainable 
development activities. We fully support the call that “living in a pollution-free world is a 
basic human right” and that the “fundamental right to life is threatened by exposures to 
toxic chemicals, hazardous wastes, and contaminated drinking water and food.”  
 
To achieve and maintain sustainable development, CIVICUS urges UN member states 
to commit to improve continuously the implementation and enforcement of 
environmental policies and legislation, with no regression on environmental protection. 
Commitments to the principle of non-regression at all levels should be a major objective 
of Rio+20.  
 
This statement connects the dots in a very effective manner on how the implementation 
of the Rio principles of precaution, right to know, polluter pays and extended producer 
responsibility applies to the “development of sound chemicals management policy”, to 
the sound “investments in a sustainable chemical industry to help phase out 
unsustainable chemicals,” and that would ban illegal and “restricted chemicals from one 
country being sold or dumped in other countries that do not have the capacity to enforce 
sound management of chemicals.” 
 
To close my remarks, I would like to highlight the point made in the statement about the 
“unsustainable patterns of consumption, production, resource extraction and disposal 
that dominates the world economic system.” The statement goes onto note that the 
“chemical industry plays a significant role in the global economy” and is shifting the 
world’s chemical production to developing and transition countries with limited capacity 
to manage and regulate the industry as a part of the “race to the bottom” so prevalent in 
the neoliberal economic model still dominant today.  
 
This common statement calls for “a profound transformation of the chemical industry … 
where the protection of workers, indigenous peoples, community health and the 
environment are not sacrificed to profit.” 
 
World product per capita has more than doubled in the last two decades, yet with 
widening disparities. Globalisation has yielded millions of poor quality jobs. Financial and 
commodity speculation has undercut food security and millions of hectares of land 
formerly used for growing food have been handed to unsustainable uses. Little has been 
done to change patterns of production and consumption that pollute, erode biodiversity 
and lead inexorably to climate change. Forty-five countries with a total population of 1.2 
billion people have managed to achieve social indicators that are better than the world 
average, with per capita emissions of CO2 from fossil fuels below the world average. 
And none of them is labelled ‘high income’.i

 
 

A parallel trend in economic development has been the growing concentration of 
business and market power. Today, the top 10 chemical firms account for about 40 per 
cent of the market. The world’s top 10 energy companies account for 25 per cent of the 
energy market. The top 10 seed companies account for 73 per cent of the global seed 



market – just three control more than half (53 per cent). A recent investigation of the 
relationships between 43,000 transnational corporations has identified a small group of 
companies, mainly banks, with disproportionate power over the global economy. 
According to this study, ‘transnational corporations form a giant bow-tie structure and 
[…] a large portion of control flows to a small tightly-knit core of financial institutions. 
This core can be seen as an economic “super-entity” that raises new important 
issues both for researchers and policy makers.’ii
 

 

Why is governance failing us so badly?  
 
The constant refrain is that we have financial institutions and multinationals that are “too 
big to fail”. The problem is not just that we have multinationals whose operations are 
now global beyond the national jurisdiction of any one government to regulate, police or 
manage, the problem is that we do not have equal powers of governance, dare I say of 
government, capable of effectively enforcing the rule of law at the regional and 
international levels. 
 
States have reneged on the democratic values they committed themselves to uphold, 
and governments have become less accountable to the people. Universal norms and 
standards 
are being ignored or sidestepped by new rules that favour markets. Risks are being 
borne by those who had no role in taking them while a new classification of ‘too big to 
fail’ has re-ordered the distribution of public resources. We are confronted with a 
hierarchy of rights, with those protecting human and eco systems relegated to the lowest 
rungs. This situation finds its parallels in governance at the national and international 
levels. Further, fragmented global governance has led to failure to see the big picture 
and a tendency to deal with symptoms, rather than causes. 
 
We invite you to join us at the CIVICUS 2012 World Assembly in Montreal, 3 to 7 
September, where we will kick off a three year consultation to define the elements of a 
new social contract as our contribution to the post-2015 development agenda, that would 
harness the tremendous energies released by the Arab Spring and Occupy movement 
demonstrating the power of changing nations through citizens, by building partnerships 
for social innovation, and redefining global governance.   
 
Many thanks again to IPEN for the opportunity to support this global common statement 
for a toxics-free future and for the opportunity to speak and learn from each other this 
morning.  
 
                                                 
i Development Dialogue: no future without justice, Report of the Civil Society Reflection Group on Global 
Development Perspectives, The Dag Hammarskjold Foundation, June 2012. 
ii Ibid. 


