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In the course of the 1960s, environmental degradation resulting from a sharp increase in industrial production levels became so widespread and so much a part of everyday life that politicians agreed ‘that something has to be done’. In that period, environmental issues were mainly seen as a regional or national problem. Consequently, environmental legislation which was implemented in Western countries in the 1970s aimed to reduce environmental damage and degradation within the national territories.

In that time, for example, air pollution was a serious threat to people living in the vicinity of polluting industries. The construction of high smokestacks was thought to be the solution to this type of pollution, but in fact led to acidifying substances being transported to remote parts of Europe, far from the concentration of polluting industry. The result was a dramatic reduction in air pollution in dwelling areas, but additionally, authorities created the acid rain problem. Generally speaking, environmental regulation did in the course of time reduce the relative significance of regional and national environmental degradation, increased the significance of international and global pollution. Acid rain, the enhanced greenhouse effect, the hole in the ozone layer, the pollution of the high seas, and the loss of biodiversity are generally seen as the main environmental problems of the 1990s.

This implies that international cooperation is increasingly gaining significance. However, international environmental problems are more complex and there are more barriers to overcome. There is often no international authority which has the same legislative power as national states. For example, the acid rain problem was put on the international agenda by Sweden at the UN Stockholm Conference in 1972. But it took 13 years before the first agreement on a flat rate reduction of 30 per cent in the emissions of SO2 could be agreed upon. Recently, a new agreement has been realised by which further reductions will become possible.

It is therefore not surprising that in the environmental policy field, increasing attention is being paid to these international problems and negotiations. The three books deal with these problems, but each of them in a different way.

The Carraro book finds its starting point within a game-theoretic strategic framework. The focus is on policy strategy. What type of strategy may be useful for polluting countries? And what is the best  policy for a country suffering from environmental pollution generated by other countries? The book does not begin by offering empirical research or evidence; it takes a theoretical perspective aiming to construct behaviourial models which use the relevant variables to analyse and describe the potential strategies and outcomes of the negotiation processes.

Some of the contributions are based on ‘real facts’ such as the paper on Benefits and Damages from CO2 emissions, in which a framework is developed for measuring costs and benefits associated with global warming. These results are used to explore the impact of the choices made by various groups of countries having different positions regarding these issues. Game theory pretends to predict the results of this.

Other papers focus on the game-theoretic approach in different situations. As mathematical model-building is given a high profile in these contributions, these papers are not easy to read for those not familiar with this practice. Nevertheless, these papers may be interesting as they provide insight into the potential barriers and benefits of international negotiations.

Often attention is paid to situations in which an asymmetric condition can be recognised. This can be the case regarding information and the level of research and development in different countries. Of course, the position of developed and less developed countries cannot be overlooked in this context. Additionally, there is the point of uncertainty and the level of risk which countries are willing to take into account. Environmental problems are often related to international trade and industrial policy. What are the differences and the relationships between environmental policy and industrial policy? Polluting industries are often inclined to argue that a certain environmental policy will hurt international trade.

Researchers who are interested in this type of approach and are able to understand complex econometric modelling will find the Carraro book an attractive one.  The Oberthür book is completely different.

In principle, this book pays attention to the same issues as the previous one. The main question is whether international negotiations can have a beneficial effect on environmental protection. However, the study is an empirical one, investigating what happened during the negotiations on the hole in the ozone layer, oil pollution by oil tankers caused by routine emissions, and the case of the regulation of whale hunting. In the first place, a description is given of all the relevant events, positions, costs, technical development, benefits, scientific information, and the role of the various commissions in this field.

Of course, a theoretical framework is developed which enabled the author to arrive at some general conclusions. The first element in this framework is the question to what extent international agreements lead to better results as “the smallest common interest”. One could imagine that countries are only willing to negotiate on those elements which could be beneficial to them. If every country takes this position, the result cannot be more than the smallest common interest. One could argue that, in that case, no synergetic effects of international negotiations can be recognised.

The second question is whether international agreements can change behaviour, making it more environmentally friendly. Related to this issue is the third question, whether feedback mechanisms are developed or created leading to better conditions for environmental protection. These questions are analysed for all the international agreements mentioned previously. 

It is not easy to come to arrive at general conclusions, as the positions of countries were quite different in those three different case studies. In the case of the hole in the ozone layer, the environmental problem has a global character, while the CFC-producing countries have to accept limitations on their production. Additionally, this type of problem is generally seen as quite serious, the effects are known and, in principle, it is not so difficult to find other alternatives. The oil spill problem is quite different from the previous one. The position of countries with a significant number of ships in oil transport is completely different from countries with a long vulnerable sea coast or countries like Switzerland which do not have a coast at all. Finally, the hunting of whales has a long tradition in certain countries such as Norway and Japan. As a matter of fact, these countries have completely other ideas than countries with a focus on the welfare position of the animals. Lastly, we have the position of indigenous people in the North who can only survive by whaling.

However, in all the situations, similar contours could be seen. In the first place, scientific information plays a very important role. It is not only the ‘objective’ character which is often seen in the case of scientific information, it is also the process of consensus building in this field. Scientific information is not a simple matter. In many cases, discussions are necessary to reach a certain type of agreement. These processes can take a long time and can place the negotiating countries in a trial-and-error situation. In this process, they are able to build up new coalitions, to solve minor problems, to raise new questions, and so on. This process leads to a situation in which new positions are possible and this can be the basis for solutions which are more than the smallest common interest. It is the negotiation process itself which generates the context for this.

Sometimes, scientific information does not play a decisive role. The current number of whales of the different species is not so easy to determine as whales live far out at sea and are difficult to locate. The uncertainty of this type of information can create a quite unstable ‘stable’ coalition leading to the total protection of these mammals. However, the margins are often quite small.

The effect of negotiations on behaviour and the functioning of a feedback mechanism are quite different. There is a strong tendency for particular situations to arise which can cause barriers  and pitfalls when negotiating takes place. In most cases, the effects were more positive in the long term than in the short term. The final conclusion of the book is that international negotiations did make sense in these case studies. Of course, one can ask what the result would have been if other cases had been examined. The answer cannot be given, although one gets the strong impression from this book that negotiations really do make sense.

The Wells book demonstrates how different the approaches can be when international environmental policy problem are discussed. In fact, the title of the book is not correct. The book hardly deals with ‘a global perspective’ and the 21st century is in most cases far removed from the debate in the book. Significant environmental problems are discussed in the book: air pollution, water pollution, chemical contamination, nuclear waste, solid waste, energy and primary production. This is approximately 70 per cent of the book. The other part deals with actors, strategies, environmental policy as such, and ethics.

However, these problems of environmental policy are hardly discussed. In fact, the book is an a-political one. Actors are not seen as groups of people who have a common interest and who try to defend their position against others. Actors are seen more as groups who have an interest in which the political position cannot be recognised for researchers in the field of political science.

Additionally, the book gives the impression that a ‘global’ perspective can be realised when the American situation is described. For example, 85 per cent of the references in the reference list are American or it describes North American situations. This is far from a global perspective. Furthermore, recent references are quite scarce: 80 per cent date from before 1990. A good point in the book is a well documented description of the regulative environmental situation in the USA. If readers want to be informed on these types of problems, they will find a good overview of the history of current USA environmental regulation.

After reading these books, one may conclude that international negotiations are very important  in the current environmental debate. The growing relevance of global problems can be recognised. None of the three books pays attention to the problem of property rights and how it has changed in the course of time. In earlier periods, the environment has been used as a common sink as its use did not limit the possibilities of others. Thus, there was a situation of free access. Since the recognition of environmental problems as a global problem, authorities have triedtry to articulate new global property rights. From the political point of view, this change in property rights can be seen as a serious problem which cannot be solved without political controversies as the current debate on Global Climate Change in Kyoto made clear.
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