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Introduction 

 
1. In preparation for the Expert Group Meeting to prepare the First Intergovernmental Review on 
Implementation of the Global Programme of Action for the Protection of the Marine Environment from 
Land-based Activities (26-28 April 2000, ref. document UNEP/GPA/EG.1/8), several sectors of industry 
have been requested to submit reports about their involvement in the implementation of the Programme of 
Action and related development of codes of conduct or other forms of voluntary action.  The following 
sectors submitted a report: tourism (report prepared by the Caribbean Alliance for Sustainable Tourism), 
insurance (report prepared by the Gerling Sustainable Development Project), ports and harbours (report 
prepared by the European Sea Ports Organisation), and water (report prepared by Suez-Lyonnaise-des-Eaux 
focusing on their experiences in establishing sewerage and treatment facilities in developing countries). 
 
2. In preparation for the First Intergovernmental Review Meeting, the Global Programme of Action 
Coordination Office commissioned a study to review experiences obtained so far with voluntary initiatives 
for environmental protection, and to provide recommendations for the development of voluntary action and 
other forms of partnerships between the public and the private sectors for the protection of the coastal and 
marine environment from land-based activities.  Furthermore, a workshop has been convened in October 
2001 to review the above recommendations, and to further identify the scope for voluntary initiatives in the 
implementation of the Global Programme of Action.  Participants at the workshop included representatives 
from governments, international organisations, and key sectors of industry. 
 
3. The Appendix to the present document contains the major findings and recommendations resulting 
from the above study and preparatory steps with regard to the following sectors: (i) water supply and 
wastewater; (ii) tourism; (iii) agriculture; (iv) mining and ore processing; (v) construction and infrastucture; 
(vi) insurance; and (vii) harbour development and operation.   
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4. The Coordination Office is also cooperating with the UNEP Division of Technology, Industry and 
Economics in preparing the ground for, and supporting implementation of, voluntary actions (e.g., codes of 
conduct, declarations, statements) by key components of the private and public sectors.  Close partnerships 
have been developed with the tourism sector.  A feasibility phase for transfer of the Blue Flag Campaign on 
beach management has been completed for the Caribbean and Asian Pacific regions with the production of 
country feasibility reports (seven participating countries in the Caribbean and three in Asia).  Draft regional 
criteria for the implementation of the campaign in both regions have been prepared and are being reviewed.  
Most present voluntary initiatives have been developed in the European and North-American circumstances.  
In some developing countries voluntary initiatives exist, in particular in the tourist sector. 
 
5. It is proposed that the Global Programme of Action Coordination Office continue to work with the 
UNEP Division of Technology, Industry and Economics to further develop and/or initiate voluntary 
agreements within the realm of the Global Programme of Action. It is also proposed that the office work 
closely with the private sector for this purpose, and to enhance support of regional seas and other relevant 
regional programmes of UNEP, including the development of sector specific voluntary agreements and 
environmental statements.  These activities, at three different levels of funding, have been included in the 
proposed "2002-2006 work programme of the UNEP/Global Programme of Action Coordination Office and 
partner organizations, with indicative costs" (see document UNEP/GPA/IGR. 1/6). 
 
6. It is envisaged that the Montreal Declaration on the Protection of the Marine Environment from Land-
based Activities (to be adopted at the present Meeting) will embrace voluntary initiatives as an important 
tool for advancing the implementation of the Global Programme of Action.  The activities by UNEP in 
support of voluntary initiatives may significantly contribute to the implementation of some of the core 
activities in the 2002-2006 work programme, including the implementation of the Strategic Action Plan on 
Municipal Wastewater, the proposed Strategic Action Plan on Physical Alteration and Habitat Destruction, 
the development of National Programmes of Action, and the further development of the Global Programme 
of Action clearing-house. 
 
7. The Meeting is invited to note this document, giving particular regard to: 

 
• The opportunities and recommendations for the development of voluntary initiatives, 

including participation by Governments, international governmental and non-governmental 
organisations, private sector and the public. 

• The possible role of UNEP in such initiatives. 



Appendix  
 

I.     What are voluntary initiatives? 
 
1. Through national and local measures, the quality of the coastal and marine environment can be 
safeguarded from deterioration resulting from land-based activities.  Such measures are generally mandatory. 
 
2. Voluntary initiatives are an alternative to mandatory approaches.  These are approaches and tools that 
have been proven effective in facilitating the implementation of environmental policies and management 
practices in partnership with key stakeholders (e.g. codes of conduct adopted at the national or international 
level, agreements on environmental performance targets by a group of stakeholders). 
 
3. By introducing sustainable practices into the management of their operations, many industries in the 
private sector can make a valuable contribution to sustainable development by reducing the negative 
environmental and social impacts of their activities, and by optimising favourable ones. 
 
4. Voluntary initiatives in this context are schemes whereby stakeholder groups make commitments to 
improve their environmental performance beyond legal requirements, or support them in complying with 
those requirements.  UNEP categorises voluntary initiatives into five categories (Technical Report TR40): 
 

a) Industry initiatives, such as the chemical industry�s Responsible Care programme. 
b) Government initiatives in which governments set the goals to be met (usually in consultation with 

industry and other stakeholders) and monitor the performance of the companies that volunteer to 
take part. 

c) Joint government / industry initiatives, such as negotiated agreements or covenants, in which 
government and industry negotiate the goals to be met, and how progress is to be monitored and 
reported. 

d) Third-party initiatives, such as ISO 14000 and CERES (responsible investment standards). 
e) UN and other international organisations voluntary initiatives, such as the UN Global Compact, 

UNEP Financial Institutions Initiative, the Tour Operators Initiative for Sustainable Tourism 
Development, and the Global Reporting Initiative.  

 
II.     General characteristics of voluntary initiatives 

 
5. The main strong points of voluntary initiatives are: flexibility, reduction of administrative burden, and 
improved economic effectiveness.  In general, voluntary initiatives allow participating companies to adjust 
their performance to the intended goal(s) of the initiative in a more cost-effective manner, for example 
through the synchronisation of necessary investments in their production process with their regular 
investment programme.  This allows for greater flexibility than regulatory approaches (�command and 
control�) that frequently call for a specific (mainly �end of pipe�) investment by a certain date.  Most 
industries today recognise that they have a role to play in ensuring a clean environment, and that it may be 
good business to do so.  In some cases, initiatives may also have been undertaken by industries to prevent 
authorities from taking new strict regulatory measures. 
 
6. Voluntary initiatives are seen as a useful tool in the policy mix, either aiming at going beyond legal 
requirements, or as an instrument to make environmental policies work that is complementary to regulations.  
For governments the benefits lie in having an instrument that could push the environmental behaviour of 
companies beyond compliance with existing regulations (or to meet such requirements) for example 
exploiting the public image advantages of corporate participation.  In case of new policy items relating to 
sustainable development and corporate social responsibility, voluntary initiatives could even be an 
alternative for regulatory approaches. 
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7. Other benefits of voluntary initiatives include so-called soft effects, i.e. �behavioural changes that stem 
from a policy instrument�.  This refers to, among other things: (a) an increased environmental awareness of 
the industry resulting in industry taking its own responsibilities; (b) improved dialogue and trust leading to 
more co-operative relationships and greater regulatory certainty; and (c) generation and diffusion of 
information and consensus building. 
 
8. It is generally thought that the cost incurred to achieve a given environmental target, is generally lower 
for voluntary initiatives compared to �command-and-control� approaches. Cost is also reduced because 
voluntary agreements target �no regret� measures, i.e. measures that lead to cost reduction.  However, 
relevant studies showed no proof that voluntary initiatives lead to lower overall administrative costs.  The 
costs usually shift from government to private parties, but do not necessarily diminish (OECD, Paris 1999). 
 
9. The main weak point of voluntary initiatives is that it is difficult to assess their environmental 
performance.  Because of a lack of data and the complexity of the relation between policy and other factors 
that influence environmentally responsible behaviour, it is always difficult to assess the impact of a policy 
instrument.  A number of initiatives do not have clearly defined and measurable environmental targets, or 
have a low level of ambition in their environmental targets.  Another problem relates to �free riders�.  The 
voluntary nature of such initiatives implies that industry cannot be forced to join the initiative.  Conservative 
companies, that often have less developed environmental policies, may not participate and therefore benefit 
at the expense of participating competitors. 
 
10. In many cases there is a lack of insight into the actual environmental benefits of these initiatives.  This 
is closely tied with other weak points of voluntary initiatives, i.e. transparency to third parties, for example 
the NGO community or local groups, and the lack of efficient monitoring, reporting,  and accountability 
requirements.  A lack of transparency, monitoring, and accountability leads to a lack of credibility and 
consequently, creates adverse effects in terms of polishing the public image of the signatories to an initiative. 
 
11. In most cases these weak points can be overcome by careful design of a voluntary initiative.  
Voluntary initiatives have both inherent strengths and weaknesses, and will therefore be most effective in 
combination with other policy instruments.  A number of conditions may help to mobilize the positive effects 
and minimise the negative aspects, including the following: 
 

a) Preparing a �business-as-usual� scenario, i.e., what the emission levels or other target variables are 
likely to be, given a normal rate of technical progress within the industry in question; 

b) A prospect to introduce mandatory requirements if no voluntary initiative would be taken, 
reasonable (no undershooting or overshooting), credible and within existing authority of the 
government authority, to be made at the negotiation stage; 

c) Credible and reliable monitoring; 
d) Third parties involved in the process of setting the objectives of a voluntary initiative and in its 

performance monitoring; 
e) Awards for excellence and penalties for non-compliance, including whenever possible, sanctions for 

non-compliant firms; and 
f) Information provisions to maximise the informational soft effects of initiatives, including activities 

for technical assistance, publication of best practices, as a means for deepening the opportunities 
embedded in an initiative. 

 
III.     Potential uses of voluntary initiatives in sectors of relevance to the Global Programme of Action 

 
12. Various assessments of the marine environment have shown that in most regions the source categories 
for priority action include: (a) sewage (municipal wastewater); (b) physical alterations and destruction of 
habitats; and (c) nutrients (see document UNEP/GPA/IGR.1/3).  The industrial sectors mostly related to 
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these priority source categories, include water supply and municipal wastewater treatment, tourism, 
agriculture, mining and ore processing, construction and infrastructure, and harbour development and 
operation.  Furthermore, the financial sector is relevant in all cases. 
 
 
Water supply and municipal wastewater treatment 
 
13. Disposal of untreated or insufficiently treated wastewater and sludge present the main problems to the 
marine environment associated with water supply and wastewater treatment.  In most countries, municipal 
wastewater facilities are publicly owned; in other countries, facilities are being built, operated and/or owned 
by private sector.  The sector is usually highly regulated, though the level of standards, and the enforcement 
thereof, may vary by country.  The technical and financial capacity to adequately ensure treatment of 
wastewater and disposal of sludge may be limited in both private and public sectors in some countries.  
Voluntary initiatives could thus extend to, among other things, achieving a certain environmental 
performance of facilities over and above the required standard (e.g., influent or effluent quality, reuse of 
effluents, facility operation, land use, consumer awareness) and technical cooperation (e.g., sharing of 
experiences, multi-stakeholder capacity-building, joint use of treatment facilities).  Successful examples 
involving water companies include campaigns for wise water use in many countries around the world. 
 
14. The main role of governments is a facilitating one, invite public and private entities to engage in 
voluntary action, and create a conducive environment (i.e., legislation, policies, establishment of industrial 
parks with common facilities).  Local government may promote sustainable use of fresh water resources. 
 
15. Industry discharging wastewater, including water companies, may individually or jointly enter into 
voluntary agreements with government at the national, regional, or even global level (facilitated by 
international organisations).  Multinationals could also define their own (more stringent) standards for 
maximum discharges throughout all their facilities globally.  NGO�s could contribute by supporting the 
realization of environmental performance of international companies in developing countries. 
 
16. UNEP, in close collaboration with (among others) the World Bank and other financial institutions, the 
United Nations Development Programme, the World Health Organization (WHO), the United Nations 
Centre for Human Settlements (Habitat), the International Water Association (IWA), and the Water Supply 
and Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC), intends to continue and intensify working with the business 
community, at the national, regional and global level, in promoting best wastewater management practices.  
The approach taken in the draft Recommendations for Decision-making on Municipal Wastewater 
(UNEP/GPA/IGR.1/INF/4) might contribute in facilitating this cooperation. 
 
Tourism 
 
17. In tourism, several voluntary initiatives already exist, including the International Hotels Environment 
Initiative (IHEI), Caribbean Alliance for Sustainable Tourism (CAST), and the Tour Operators Initiative 
(administrated by UNEP).  Around 600 eco-labels exist, however, often without adequate accreditation 
schemes.  Existing initiatives could be made more effective.  Where initiatives exist, they are restricted 
mainly to developed countries.  This opens possibilities for replication of proven practices to other parts of 
the globe. 
 
18. The international tourism sector generally showes great interest in environmentally sound tourism.  
The further introduction of sustainable practices needs support from Government policies, legislation and 
enforcement to make the efforts by the sector effective and to avoid free-rider related problems.  
Governments have a triple responsibility in this sector, i.e., to maintain long-term economic gains, to 
safeguard the ecosystem, and to protect local communities.  An appropriate mix of policy instruments 
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(including allocation of certain areas of land, coastline, and sea as nature reserve areas) may include 
voluntary initiatives in any form.  The role of government could be to initiate and facilitate the process of 
cooperation between the several sub-sectors and organisations in the sector.  On a regional basis voluntary 
programmes could be developed, with translation to national targets and circumstances, and implementation 
on a national or sub-national scale.  Local governments could also play such a role.  The International 
Council for Local Environmental Initiative (ICLEI) disseminates information on these kinds of initiatives. 
 
19. The tourism sector can be divided in four: travel agents, transport operators, lodging facilities, and 
destination entertainment-and-leisure.  The latter two sub-sectors have the largest interest in the long-term 
management of the marine environment;  70% of marine pollution and degradation is determined during the 
construction phase.  As the cruise industry increasingly shifts from providing transport only to also providing 
services on land, it thus becomes more of a potential partner.  The four groups could be brought together 
within a voluntary initiative at the local level (�destination management�), the national or regional level 
(making use of regional initiatives, where possible), and global level (involving global operators through 
global industry representatives and initiatives). 
 
20. NGOs can form an important component by providing expertise, monitoring progress, and assisting in 
the policymaking or in the implementation.  Global NGOs would work with the international community on 
sustainable tourism and recreational services; national NGOs could work with the travel agents and airlines 
in their resident country; and consumer organisations in tourism-based economies could play a role in rating 
the facilities and their activities based on environmental impact.  Other roles for NGOs could, include 
awareness-raising activities, and empowering community-based coastal resource management systems. 
 
21. In tourism �consuming� countries the focus could be on further raising awareness about potential 
impacts of tourism.  In destination countries (where most the problems occur and the solutions need to be 
found) integrated management would be the focus.  UNEP can collaborate with the international 
organisations in the field (e.g. World Tourism Organisation) by setting the stage, pointing the way, and 
actually participating in the debate on voluntary initiatives.  UNEP could develop guidance for governments, 
investors and construction companies.  UNEP could be a resource centre for regional sea programmes and 
GEF international waters projects, in embedding voluntary initiatives as part of the overall policy approach.  
Considering that a number of initiatives exist, new initiatives at the global level may involve establishing an 
accreditation scheme for certifiers of eco-labels in the tourism sector. 
 
Agriculture 
 
22. In the area of agriculture, the focus of activities would be at mainstream agricultural practices, in 
particular practises involving high inputs of fertiliser, pesticides and water.  Voluntary initiatives on a local 
or regional basis in developing countries could be an effective means of sharing knowledge, enhancing the 
capability to adapt to new technologies and practices.  In each country the voluntary initiative needs to be 
�tuned� to national circumstances and culture.  Activities could start on a global scale (coordinated by UNEP 
and FAO), and then be tuned to a regional and/or national basis.  Aquaculture is a very GPA relevant sector 
where few initiatives to make practices more sustainable have been taken, so far. 
 
23. Governments could use voluntary initiatives for the agricultural sector, notably by initiating 
programmes that invite individual farmers, agricultural suppliers, and food-processing industries to 
participate on an individual or association basis.  Governments could work together with other states within 
one watershed in a cross-border initiative, providing individual companies in all countries with similar 
opportunities to address marine pollution from agricultural practices. 
 
24. National or regional associations of farmers could initiate voluntary initiatives for their memberships.  
This could focus on agricultural practices, including organic farming practices, or the collection of old stocks 
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of obsolete pesticides.  It could also focus on land management practices, such as measures to safeguard 
surface water from runoff or irrigation practices.  For the industrial aspect (i.e., corporate farmers and 
processors), the development of voluntary initiatives in this sector should allow for different approaches, i.e., 
big companies as teachers, and small companies as first movers. 
 
25. NGO�s could assist in opening the dialogue or sharing their knowledge with the agricultural sector.  
Where possible, the nongovernmental community could play a role in the monitoring and evaluation of 
existing voluntary schemes, providing the agricultural sector with more credibility in their claims for 
success.  Through international NGOs and through their network organisations, national experiences can be 
made available to a wide audience of national and sub-national stakeholder organisations. 
 
26. UNEP�s role would be to: (i) identify and analyse initiatives, and support the application of existing 
Codes of Conduct; and (ii) collaborate to develop global guidance for specific sub-sectors (e.g. aquaculture) 
or aimed the local/sub-regional level (e.g. aimed to influence day-to-day decisions by farmers).  UNEP 
should work together with FAO, stakeholder organizations and the secretariats of relevant treaties, such as 
the Convention on Biological Diversity, the PIC and POP conventions, and the Basel Treaty on trans-
boundary waste movement.  On a regional level, cooperation could be sought with the secretariats of 
Regional Seas Programmes and international river management bodies.  Cooperation programmes already 
exist with worldwide organisations of manufacturers of fertilisers and pesticides. 
 
Other sectors 
 
27. Opportunities for voluntary initiatives exist in other sectors, including the following (all in addition to 
the initiatives that already exist in these sectors): 
 

• Mining and ore processing, in particular in exploration and exploitation activities in regions not yet 
regulated by national governments.  Multinational companies could pledge to live up to a globally 
acceptable standard.  NGOs could be involved as certifiers, and the insurance sector may be 
interested as regards the financial risk of environmental damage. 

• Construction and infrastructure sector, in particular in coastal areas.  Initiatives could focus on 
stakeholder involvement in the project development and implementation, on compensatory measures 
to offset the negative impact of a construction project, or on mitigation measures. 

• Insurance industry.  Initiatives could be aimed at introducing competent environmental risk 
management with regard to engineering control and investment planning. In addition, community 
needs in disaster mitigation could be addressed, thereby contributing to poverty alleviation. 

• Harbour development and operation.  Information and site-management expertise sharing could 
be part of voluntary initiatives at the appropriate level (most likely the local and regional levels).  
Use should be made of existing initiatives by the sector (e.g. by the European Sea Ports Organisation 
ESPO). 

 


