Environment for Europe Conference in Kiev 21 -23 May 2003

DOP 12:  Intervention from Minister Børge Brende, Norway, on the
Joint Ministerial NGO Session; Practising consumers right to know, eco-labelling, green procurement 

Mr. Chairman,

Markets give consumers freedom to choose, but there is no freedom without the right to know. Open markets need open information. Markets need transparency and standards so that freedom remains. 

Our goal here in Kiev must be to promote the implementation of the SEA agreement, pollution registers, guidelines for energy pricing, energy saving and phasing out subsidies, and the follow up of the Aarhus Convention. 

All of these are important components of what should be our ultimate goal: to make the markets work for sustainable development. 

Making the markets work for sustainable development means more power to the consumers. Consumer protection is not just the need to guard against fraud. Standardized weights, measures and descriptions are necessary, but products can still harm consumer health and safety. Today, consumers have started demanding guarantees that products and production processes that serve their immediate needs do not cause problems in the longer term. 

Here in Kiev we should not only note, welcome and endorse the Aarhus Convention commitments. We should adopt, and at home we should enforce, guidelines that make the markets work better to provide goods and services while reducing negative impacts on environment and society. Markets dominated by monopolies and cartels, and markets with prices that do not reflect the true costs are markets where consumer freedom is easily lost. In my view, the way forward is to give more power to the consumers.

Making the markets work for sustainable development means that business, governments and consumers have access to information. Information is the foundation for free and rational choice. The UN consumer guidelines and the Aarhus Convention cover some consumer aspects of this, but they are worth little unless implemented in each country.  Consumers have a right to know how their purchases will affect them. They also have a right not to buy if they believe that their purchases will harm others. 

Most countries have laws that prohibit the sale of stolen goods, but we still do not have sufficiently strong laws that hinder the sale of stolen natural resources. It is only with strong certification; labelling and international cooperation that we can stop the global trade in illegally mined diamonds and illegally logged timber. On a less dramatic level we know that well controlled labels can guarantee consumers that they get good quality; labels also help sell good products. Once demand increases, production costs go down and we get a self-reinforcing process.

Making the markets work for sustainable development means that Governments must make general rules regulating the markets. Only governments can make sure that the polluters pay. We cannot and should not study and regulate every detail of what companies and consumers should do. We should, however ensure that those who take decisions have access to knowledge and incentives to act to the benefit of the environment. The incentives might be laws and regulations, they might be taxes and charges, and they might be the satisfaction of a job well done and the reassurance that the world is moving in the right direction.

Making the markets work for sustainable development means that producers deliver what customers demand, but have a duty not to harm the consumers.

Not only should products cause no harm, but their raw materials and production should be equally safe and sound. The market-power of producers as buyers of goods and services can be used to reach environmental aims, or it can promote pollution havens and environmental flags of convenience. Here business should take the lead.

We welcome self-regulation, more transparency and the treaty on pollution registers

that we are signing here in Kiev, but we should go further, with more substances on the list and invite countries outside Europe to take part. We must strive to create the most utility using a minimum of resources. The way to ensure this is for business to focus on delivering efficient services and the product functions that people demand and not necessarily material products to each and every consumer.

Making the market work for sustainable development means that governments also can make sure that good companies succeed. In Norway, for example, the law regulating listed shares demand that companies publish their environmental impacts. This gives both investors and consumers a powerful tool for choice. Emissions of ozone depleting substances, PCB, lead and mercury are on the way to zero and acidifying emissions to air are substantially reduced. It proved impossible to reconcile the short-term benefits of these with the long-term damage. In Norway, we used a mixture of instruments regulating the markets to do this: outright bans where even small amounts pose a high risk, high taxes and charges where society could tolerate a slower rate of improvement. 

Making the marked work for sustainable development means cross-border cooperation on how to use the available mechanisms for the benefit of all. Verified certification all the way from raw materials through to the consumer is already being used, and industries as well as by local and central governments practise green procurement. To succeed, greener procurement and greener management needs a good factual basis. I do not think we can get the same national eco-labelling rules all over the world; local conditions and demands vary too much for that. What we can get, and should get, could be wider use of credible independent labels such as the Forest Stewardship Council. In addition we need agreement between countries on how to define and measure the various components that make up their environmental rankings.

Last but not least, making the markets work for sustainable development means active involvement from the NGOs. I believe we are all part of a process that will lead to increasing use of licensing policies, taxation and resource pricing that follow the polluters pay principle in making real costs visible. NGOs criticising and pushing for reforms is an important part of this political process. I am therefore happy that the NGOs help bring the process forward by meeting with us here today.

Mr. Chairman, 

I believe that cleaner production, greener procurement and informed consumer choice must be promoted in order to make the market work for sustainable development. I do hope that the Kiev conference will not just be content with the work we have done so far, but that we can continue to be the world's leading region in this field.
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