Commission on Sustainable Development 17—Policy Session

Introduction

The United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) was established by the UN General Assembly in December 1992 to ensure effective follow-up on the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro (1992).  

CSD-16, held in May 2008, was a Review Session.  CSD-17 will be a Policy Session, and will be held on May 4-15, 2009.  The main thematic issues will remain:  agriculture, rural development, land, drought, desertification, and Africa.  In addition to these main themes, other relevant topics for discussion include:  water, sanitation, and small island developing states (SIDS), among others.

Sustainable development is focused on providing for the present, without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.  With the focus on the future, it is important that youth take part in the decision-making process.  Moreover, many of the issues that are addressed, such as improved standards of living, poverty, and access to employment, directly affect youth.  Working towards environmental sustainability today will ensure a brighter future for young people.

How Can Youth Get Involved?

The CSD encourages a dialogue with young people on all levels.  Agenda 21 of the CSD mentions Children and Youth as one of the nine major groups of Civil Society.  The Children and Youth Major Group, led by the CSD Youth Caucus, continues to have a distinguished role in the CSD proceedings.  Caucus members often sit on the floor with the delegates and make interventions throughout the Commission, where they share the activities of youth working at the grassroots level.  As representatives of the Children and Youth Major Group, Caucus members are given the opportunity to speak during the plenary sessions and share experiences, opinions, and voice important questions.

Youth involved in the CSD have the opportunity to meet directly with their governments to ask how their country’s sustainable develop commitments are being fulfilled, as well as to lobby for increased ways for youth to participate in the implementation of national sustainable development initiatives.  The Youth Caucus has had a special role in past Commissions, and continues to provide important input for the consideration of both governments and NGOs.  By taking part in this e-consultation, young people can ensure that their voices, opinions, and experiences are taken into account during CSD-17.

Throughout the year, the members of the Youth Caucus keep in touch through a listserv on TIG Groups.  Join the group to be informed and involved: 

http://groups.takingitglobal.org/WSSD-YouthCaucus.
Thematic Issues for CSD-17

Agriculture

Agricultural remains central to the survival of mankind.  By the year 2025, it is expected that there will be a global population of 8.5 billion.  It is uncertain at this point whether there will be enough available resources to ensure that every one of those 8.5 billion will have enough to eat.  Developments in agricultural technology are necessary if the needs of the global population are to be met.  

Globalization has caused mass movements to urban centres, leaving agriculture as an overlooked opportunity for economic growth.  The world’s largest source of employment is food production and agriculture.  However, more effort needs to be put into agricultural policies and processes.  The neglect of agriculture’s importance is not acceptable, especially given the current food crisis.

Rural Development
Despite the central role agriculture plays globally, poverty is often concentrated in the rural and agricultural areas of the world, especially in developing countries.  Reforms in farming practices and advances in technology are necessary to promote worldwide food security and ensure sustainability for future generations.  Rural development, if approached properly, has the ability to address the problems of the world’s poor.

Major adjustments are needed in agricultural, environmental, and macroeconomic policy to create the conditions for sustainable agriculture and rural development (SARD).  The two main goals of SARD are to increase food production in a sustainable way and to enhance food security.

Land
Land resources are essential for life-support systems and the productive capacity of the environment.  It is important to examine all uses of land in an integrated manner, taking into account the sustainable use and development of natural resources, including soils, minerals, water, and biota.  A holistic approach, such as ecosystem management, is necessary if the challenges of land degradation, deforestation, climate change, rural and urban land use, urban growth, and diminishing biological diversity are to be tackled.  Additionally, more attention needs to be focused on maintaining land that is already being used for agriculture and ensuring that land that is not suitable or only marginally suitable for agriculture is not encroached upon.
Drought and Desertification

Desertification, caused by the erosion of soil that renders land useless for farming, is happening at an accelerated rate.  It is destroying more than 20,000 square miles of land worldwide every year.  1 billion of the 6 billion population are forced to leave their homes and farms in the face of drought and desertification.  Those facing the most challenges are those least capable of addressing the problem:  impoverished communities.

Climate change is one of the factors accelerating desertification, as rising temperatures alter landscapes and spur droughts.  Improper use of land by farmers is another factor that contributes to the problem.  Land that is on the cusp of becoming unusable for farming is overcultivated.  According to the Convention to Combat Desertification, there is a strong need to have dialogue between different levels and to promote transnational cooperation to mitigate the effects of drought and desertification.

Africa
In Africa, most economies are heavily rural-based and agriculture-dependent.  Poverty eradication will depend upon boosting the productivity of the agricultural and rural economy in Africa, where large amounts of land remain unexploited.  Additionally, the land can be put to more efficient use, producing more yield without significantly increasing the amount of land being used.

African countries have been committed to mounting an effective response to the challenges presented.  The New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), which was launched by African heads of state in 2001, provides a common vision to eradicate poverty through sustained economic growth, as well as a framework for sustainable development for the African population.  Currently, only 4% of official development assistance in Africa goes to agriculture.  Given that agriculture is the most important source of employment in most African countries, this is not an adequate response.

