Global Perspective: Keeping Tabs on the Global Environment

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) describes its mandate as “bridging the gap between awareness and action.” Since its founding in 1972, UNEP has worked to coordinate the environmental activities of other UN organizations and to develop new relationships among scientists, decision-makers, engineers and financiers, industrialists and environmental activists.

Some of UNEP’s most substantial achievements include:

GEMS
An acronym for the Global Environmental Monitoring Service, GEMS is a system for gathering and distributing data on the Earth’s vital signs.  Data are collected via land-based stations and remote-sensing satellites.

The system involves the collaboration of hundreds of national and international organizations spread out over 142 nations.  The network monitors changes in atmospheric composition and the climate system, freshwater and coastal pollution, air pollution, food contamination, deforestation, ozone-layer depletion, the build-up of greenhouse gases, acid rain, the extent of global ice cover, and numerous issues related to biological diversity.

INFOTERRA

INFOTERRA provides access to the vast pool of environmental data collected by governments, industry, and researchers.  Some 139 countries, representing 99 percent of the world’s population, contribute to the system.

REGIONAL SEAS PROGRAM

Getting Arabs and Israelis to sit around a negotiating table—no matter what the subject—must be considered a major accomplishment.  Through the Regional Seas Program, just such an event was a milestone in bringing about the Barcelona Convention that has helped stem water quality decline in the Mediterranean Sea.  The Mediterranean program is one of five regional-cooperation groups orchestrated through this UNEP program.  The latest is a plan being set up now in the northwest Pacific between both North and South Korea along with several other neighboring nations.

Coastal zone management and water quality analysis are elements of the Regional Seas Program that are gaining in importance as coastal population currently lives near seacoasts.

INDUSTRY AND ENVIRONMENT OFFICE (IEO)

Opened in 1975, IEO was one of the first international organizations to break the traditional adversarial mold between industry and environmental activists.  The IEO’s primary message to business is that pollution prevention pays.  


Long a promoter of clean technology, its latest program has set up working groups of experts to gather information on clean technology relevant to specific industries.  A computer-based information-exchange system called the International Cleaner Production Information Clearinghouse is now operational.
