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Introduction

‘Earth system’ refers to Earth’s physical, chemical and biological processes interacting with one another. The system consists of the land, oceans, atmosphere and poles.
It also includes the planet’s natural cycles – the carbon, water, nitrogen, phosphorus, sulphur and other cycles.2 The integrity of Earth systems is eroding at a rapid
pace and it has become more apparent than ever. We are faced with unprecedented
socio-ecological crisis that gravely threatens all life on Earth. Human activities are
increasingly crossing the planetary boundaries, which is pushing the Earth to enter
into an Anthropocene era – an era which is altogether a more unpredictable and
unstable geological epoch.
The socio-ecological crisis of the Anthropocene era should be viewed as a critical
existential crisis, which requires sweeping and radical interventions at all regulatory
levels. As the broader socio-ecological implications of the Anthropocene are increasingly illuminated and appreciated by the global scientific community, many states
seem to recognize the need for global environmental law/Pact, politics and governance to more fully embrace the Earth system integrity.3
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The Anthropocene concerns the entire Earth system and yet, there is no legal mechanism to protect the global commons and the Earth system. This research paper
opens a detailed inquiry into the need for the Global Pact for the environment4 to
adopt an Earth system approach to protect and preserve the Earth’s wholeness.
This paper does not aim to be a detailed enquiry into the successes and failures of
global environmental law and governance, but more importantly to introduce Anthropocene into the legal domain. The reason this becomes imperative is because
since the disruptions of the Anthropocene have begun, and will continue to increase, human society needs to guide its adaptation by recognizing a new set of legal
principles – that need to be rapidly embraced if they are to be effective.5
This paper begins by exploring and analyzing the Anthropocene epoch, the challenges that come with it and how the scientific, legal and political communities have
responded to the socio-ecological challenges. With this analysis in the backdrop, the
paper moves on to explore the Earth system complexities and the role and relevance
of sovereignty to govern the global commons in the Anthropocene. Furthermore,
the paper scrutinizes specific implications of the Anthropocene and Earth system
complexities on international environmental law (IEL) – and specifically analyzes
the crucial role of ‘ecological integrity’ as a core objective of multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs) and of public trusteeship to protect and preserve the
Earth’s wholeness. Finally, this paper argues for the need to have a Global Pact for
the Environment that adopts an Earth systems approach. For the Pact to achieve its
goal of providing for Earth governance – the paper asserts and concludes that there
is a need to see nation-states as stewards of the Earth, wherein states acting as trustees of the common good can potentially have important legal implications to stay
within the scientifically defined planetary boundaries.

2

The age of the Anthropocene

2.1

Introduction

For at least the last 11,000 years, the Earth system has maintained an unusually
stable and warm climate, a condition conducive to the rapid spread of homo sapiens over the planet and the subsequent development of human civilizations. With
the onset of the Industrial Revolution, however, human societies have emerged as a
major geophysical force capable of modifying, inter alia, the chemical composition
of the atmosphere, hydrosphere and geo-sphere. As a result, multiple biophysical
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thresholds have been, or are about to be, transgressed, pushing the Earth system into
the Anthropocene, where humanity may be at risk of survival.6
Geo-ecologically speaking, the Anthropocene refers to a period in which humans
dominate the geo-ecological epoch by acting as a major driving force in modifying
the environment.7 In other words, it refers to the age in which humans have the
capability to alter the ‘Earth systems’ and planetary boundaries. Although there is
some disagreement among scholars on the exact inception of this era,8 the majority
consensus lies during the mid-twentieth century, when the Holocene era had to give
way to an epoch defined by nuclear tests,9 plastic pollution (both in the oceans and
on land), among others, that caused human footprints to become over-whelming
for our planet.
According to Professor Jan Zalasiewicz,’[t]he significance of the Anthropocene is
that it sets a different trajectory for the Earth system, of which we of course are
part’.10 Advertent critiques have been quick to point out that the Anthropocene era
is very short in geological terms, while Prof Jan’s response to that is that ‘many of the
changes are irreversible’.11
A formal definition put forth by Steffen, Crutzen and Mc Neill is of particularly
relevant significance to this context:
The term Anthropocene... suggests that the Earth has now left its natural geological epoch, the present interglacial state called the Holocene. Human activities
have become so pervasive and profound that they rival the great forces of Nature
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and are pushing the Earth into planetary terra incognita. The Earth is rapidly
moving into a less biologically diverse, less forested, much warmer, and probably
wetter and stormier state.12

This definition not only helps us understand the implications of human actions on
the planet, but also puts us on a narrative path that is unsettling for humanity. We
have a very limited amount of time to correct our actions; otherwise, humanity
is potentially on the brink of greater catastrophic events that will wipe out our
ecosystems.
2.2

Scientific responses to challenges

The growing scientific realities project a grim future if humanity does not steer away
from pushing the planetary boundaries to its ‘tipping points’.13 The urgency of the
situation has led to a wide range of literature from different fields, including, for
instance, geo-engineering approaches, aimed at mitigation and/or Earth system restoration through latest technological interventions.14 While technological interventions15indeed play a crucial role in responding to the socio-ecological crisis we are
faced with, moral and ethical commitments to other humans and for Earth’s wholeness is what is essential.
A critical (often taken for granted) response to the Anthropocene challenge involves
transforming people and the socio-institutional frameworks through which we can
mediate the human-environment interface.16 A radical shift in the thought-processes
that question the urgency of global social policy is vast enough to permit the luxury
of ethical deliberation needed to tackle the challenges of the Anthropocene era.17
The uniqueness of this epoch is that, for the first time, man will be placed on human
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and human-induced global ecological change and acts like a ‘mirror’, where humanity is only going to see the (destructive) reflections of previous actions.
2.3

Legal responses to challenges

Compared to the advancement of scientific and technological resilience mechanisms
developed as a response to the Anthropocene, the legal domain is considerably lagging in developing a comprehensive analytical framework to tackle socio-ecological
challenges.
This is perhaps because law presents us with a paradoxical outlook. More specifically,
environmental law has indeed played a role in making us push our planetary boundaries to tipping points. Law is also needed to carry out central reforms that could
potentially help cope with the challenges we are now faced with in the Anthropocene era. As Robinson points out in his work,18 looking at law through the lens of
the Anthropocene could potentially reveal the historic and continuing contribution
of law towards enabling a multitude of Anthropogenic’ causes and realities. These
include (but are not limited to) the enclosure of the commons; the dispossession of
indigenous people under colonialism; the continuing corporate neo-colonialism and
the resulting ecological ravaging and asymmetrically distributed patterns of advantages and disadvantages that prevail in the society.19
Barring a few exceptions,20 there is nothing, as of yet, new in law that responds to
Earth’s wholeness and complexity. Scholars have pointed out a ‘vacuum’ in the current institutional arrangements to effectively deal with multiple inter-locking complex processes resulting in future human and non-human well-being.21 Although the
latest Global Pact for the Environment22 could potentially provide some respite, it
still has a long way to go in the international community, and it will be a few years
before we see a legally-binding Pact that appreciates and encompasses the Earth’s
wholeness. (Global Pact for the Environment will be discussed in more detail in
section four of this paper).
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2.4

Political dimensions and disconnect with reality

There is a pattern of disconnect between the scientific realities of Earth systems, on
the one hand, and international cooperation responses to deal with urgencies, on
the other hand. We have witnessed this reality, time and again; for instance, with the
call for climate change urgency, the attempts of the international community to take
strong measures through treaties and conventions have repeatedly failed. This lack of
urgency by the international community to undertake strong cooperative measures
stems, arguably, from ‘fear.’ It is the fear of losing sovereignty, fear of complicating
existing MEA regimes, fear of opening up established principles and their varied/
contested application, and, most worrisome of all, fear of committing to steps that
they lack the capacity to implement.23
Take, for instance, the incident that just as the world’s nation states were to meet at
the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (known as Rio+ 20)
in June 2012, the US-based think tank Breakthrough Institute released a highly
critical and widely spread review of a ‘planetary boundaries’ framework- a science
based analysis of the risk of human activities.24 The report questioned the underlying
scientific evidence, the main results as well as the claim that the transgression of the
suggested boundaries would have detrimental implications for human well-being.25
Rio+20 agenda was made a re-draft called ‘zero draft’ declaration, that included an
explicit reference to the need to stay within scientifically defined ‘planetary boundaries’.26 This reference was removed from the document, due to scepticism within the
US, Chinese and G77 delegations.
Another recent example is the third substantive session of the Ad Hoc Open-Ended
Working Group of the Global Pact for the Environment which decided to adopt
recommendations that were a clear retreat from the original proposals of a legally
binding pact that could serve as a messiah to tackle the global environmental challenges of the Anthropocene era. Instead, they chose a ‘simple Political Declaration
in 2022’, the content of which remains vague, and not a much needed international,
legally binding treaty that would enshrine general principles of environmental law.27
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The international policy framework on environmental law-making has constantly
entered political gridlock, but the current age we are entering towards (some believe
we are already in) requires an unprecedented international cooperation between
nation states, civil societies and environmental citizens. Due to the nature of the
Anthropocene era, where catastrophic events will occur beyond sovereign territories
(that we have created for ‘political convenience’), it is obvious that the response
should also be global in nature beyond national jurisdictions.
With this in the backdrop, the aim of the next section is to explore the facets of the
Earth system complexity that justifies the need for re-defining the current legislative
framework and policy-making. The paper argues in favour of a strong international
legally binding instrument that protects the environment and the ecological integrity of the planet.
2.5

(IR)Relevance of state sovereignty in the Anthropocene era

Above, I discussed the growing Earth system complexities that are increasingly putting pressure on humanity to develop environmental legal regimes with international cooperation, due to the complexities of the anthropogenic era. This makes us
question how the relevance of state sovereignty manifests in the Anthropocene era.
If there is relevance, how do we deal with consensus issue – where few major big
states override and dominate most of the smaller states in favour of environmental
decisions? If there is no longer relevance, how do we empower international environmental politics to take stringent measures to tackle catastrophic consequences of
socio-ecological complexities?
After the world-wars concluded, the need of individual sovereign nations to strive
to become the dominant force on the face of Earth led to large-scale exploitation of
natural resources.28 All efforts made within an intention to protect the environment
were limited by territorial border efforts. Scholars29 have advocated for the need
to ‘redefine national security’ to encompass a broad array of threats, ranging from
earthquakes to environmental degradation. Furthermore, US Senator Albert Gore
spoke extensively in favour of thinking of the environment as a national security issue.30 During the renewed cold war tensions of the late 1970s and early 1980s, such
28
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concepts were advanced to prevent excessive military threats and, as the cold war
winds went down, such links became increasingly popular among national security
experts and organizations looking for new missions.31
Meanwhile, during that period, the principles of international law emerged with
a motive to protect and preserve state sovereignty from the interference of foreign
states.32 The highest principle of international law is the recognition of state sovereignty. The sovereignty of nations sets certain limits in international law. States are
the only acting participants, and not people, ethnic groups or interest groups. So,
it can be deduced that between the need to protect the environment (for preserving
sovereign self-interest) and the need to protect individual sovereign states from foreign interference (again, for preserving sovereign self-interest), led to the emergence
of international environmental law.
Today’s lack of power in international environmental politics is mirrored in the
powerlessness of international environmental law. It shares limitations of general
international law from which it emerged. International law regulates the legal relationships between nations and only between them; the affected people are not
involved directly and can only bring influence in international legal developments
to bear through their respective state. This exclusive role of the states leads to serious
consequences, which obstruct the course of international ecological politics.33
IEL, in a historical and systematic sense, is not suited to the problem of preserving
the natural requirements of our existence because international law has not been ‘designed’ for the protection of collective or ecological interests.34 Therefore, this raises
an important question on the relevance of sovereignty in the modern day context of
global environmental politics and law.
2.5.1 Problems of sovereignty over global commons
‘Global Commons’ is defined as those parts of the planet that fall outside national
jurisdictions and to which all nations have access. International law identifies four
global commons, namely the high seas, the atmosphere, the Antarctica and the outer
space.35 Unfortunately, global commons do not, as the name suggests, logically imply shared resources. Moreover, areas labelled as global commons are not any more
31
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protected than areas subject to sovereign utilization.36 Global commons consist of
resources that are generally guided by the principle of common heritage of humankind.37 Resources of interest or value to the welfare of the community of nations
– such as tropical rain forests and biodiversity – have lately been included among
the traditional set of global commons as well, while some define the global commons even more broadly, including science, education, information and peace.38
This raises the question of how sovereignty actually impedes the protection of global
commons since states are driven by national interests and have been resisting to accepting responsibility for areas beyond natural jurisdiction.39
2.5.2 Moving beyond the traditional notion of sovereignty towards Earth
governance
As I have discussed above, the complexity of governing global commons with the
Westphalian notion of sovereignty where each state’s domestic affairs is exclusive to
its territory is not going to protect against the socio-ecological crisis our planet is
headed toward in the anthropogenic era. The complexities require a paradigm shift
when contemplating the role and status quo of the all-powerful, sovereign Westphalian state and the global institutions through which it acts. This includes the
status, role and legitimacy of global non-states actors and global state-sanctioned
governance agents i.e. agents who hold authority to oversee and protect global commons; the role of soft laws and the global application and enforcement of state-based
legal rules.
Notably, the complex socio-legal, political, economic and ecological realities of the
Anthropocene fundamentally militates against orthodox conceptions of international environmental law and governance. This is because the state, which has originally
been the sole actor and creator of international environmental law, no longer acts
as viable solution. The Anthropocene era requires us to move beyond state-centric
environmental law-making towards universal legal principles.40 Environmental de36
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structions that are a consequence of the Anthropocene will not be limited to one
jurisdictional boundary – hence, keeping in view that solutions for such problems
also should stem beyond politically drawn boundaries.
In view of this, the Earth governance approach offers a solution to govern the commons where consensus-building ultimately resides with citizens, not with governments. It is appropriate, therefore, to perceive governments as trustees, acting for,
and on behalf of, citizens as beneficiaries.41 This vision of trusteeship does not downgrade state governments, to the contrary: it assigns them immensely important responsible tasks. At the same time, it recognizes, in principle, that state governments
may have certain obligations toward the rest of humanity. The public trust doctrine
can serve as a useful starting point to the Earth trusteeship concept42 (see later this
paper).

3

Earth system complexities and implications on international
environmental law

The Earth is a complex system formed by a large variety of sub-systems (biosphere,
atmosphere, lithosphere as well as social and economic systems etc.) which interact
by the exchange of matter, energy and information. Because of these inter-relations,
the Earth is a complex and evolving network. We may choose to consider each
subsystem separately, but the growing understanding of the whole system Earth
suggests that one should consider the interactions between these subsystems.43
Over the past few decades, evidence has been mounting that planetary-scale changes
are occurring rapidly in response to the forcing and feedbacks that characterize the
internal dynamics of the Earth system.44 Scientific revelations have informed us on
four aspects of the Earth system that illustrate how human enterprises are pushing
towards ‘planetary terra incognita’.45 This phenomenon of global change represents a
profound shift in the relationship between humans and the rest of nature. The four
aspects mentioned are non-linearity, catastrophic shifts, tipping points and scale. To
begin with, complex social-ecological systems which underpin human and non-human well-being – such as coral reef ecosystems, agro-ecological landscapes, forests
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and freshwaters – can shift with irreversible damage.46 The next aspect is the scale. The
non-linear properties of vital social-ecological systems are not limited to regional or
local scale examples. The potential of irreversible shift in the Earth systems, abrupt
climate change,47 tipping elements in the Earth system,48 ’planetary boundaries,49 and
a proposed possible state-shift in the Earth’s biosphere50 are all examples of attempts
to explore the possibility of rapid, aggregated and destructive change on global scale.
These aspects reveal to us that we are no longer able to predict how the deterioration
of the ecosystem can affect the processes and functionality at the planetary scale and
how ecosystems themselves may react to disturbance. What we do know, however,
is we must bring to scale human interference beyond the planetary boundaries and
ensure we do not cross the safe operating space for humans. One important conclusion is that the ‘boundaries’ presently perceived as ‘safe’ could move over time as the
Earth system, or our understanding of it, evolves. This dynamic interplay between
systems behaviours, values and politics, should be considered in the environmental
decision-making processes.
3.1

Implications on international environmental law

The ideal central over-arching purpose of international environmental law is to
achieve socio-ecological integrity and ensure that humans do not step outside the
planetary boundaries.51 MEAs have been developed to perform the primary function
of steering the world towards a path of achieving ‘sustainable development’52 (especially since the Stockholm Declaration).53 However, commentators have pointed
out that since its inception, owing to the relatively stable Holocene era’s conditions,
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Johan Rockstrom et al, ‘Planetary Boundaries: Exploring the Safe Operating Space for Humanity’, 461
Nature (2009) 472-475.
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IEL has performed its duties in lax.54 It is now in the interest of not just humanity
but for Earth’s wholeness55 that we need a radical approach and to re-think the law–
governance –environment relationship.
MEAs have been particularly dynamic to respond to the community or erga omnes
interest in environmental obligations. However, at the same time, MEAs have been
heavily criticized for being the main reason for IEL’s failure because their excessive
proliferation has led to treaty regimes over-step planetary boundaries and breaching
the safe operating space.56 The rapid proliferation of IEL’s instruments57 has led to
a fragmented and piece-meal approach to solving the global socio-ecological crisis.
This fragmented approach58 brings about the need to codify and make legally-binding consolidated established principles of IEL into a Pact. This will not only enable
countries to formulate their domestic laws in-tune with the Pact, but also justify the
legal basis for operating within the safe operating space for the humanity. This will
enable humans to create an integrated and holistic approach in the law – governance
– environment interface.
The lack of knowledge and understanding of the unfathomable scale of ecological
disaster effects means that we need to become more equipped than ever by stricter
policy-making structures and governance. The current approach of environmental
decision-making processes at both regional and global levels relies on the prediction
of the effects of commercial activities on the environment.59 It is difficult to justify
the prevention of harm to species or habitat in the monetary and hard-evidence demanding terms on which these debates are often conducted. Proponents of a stronger approach to sustainability argue that formal limits on economic growth, perhaps
related to the preservation of substantive elements of the environment, must be
identified and established in law to overcome this handicap for both environmental
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protection in current decision-making practices and for making development sustainable.60
Despite the ‘uncertainty factor’, that decision-makers are faced with, I argue that it
is not a novice territory for human civilization. Societies have historically managed
probabilities and scenarios when building new infrastructure, managing energy supplies and when investing in new technologies. Currently, in certain pockets of the
world, sovereign nations are trying to tackle the challenges of the Anthropocene
era.61 These efforts may create an illusion that they are contributing to the bigger
picture, but they are nothing more than solipsistic efforts operating within the politically created boundaries.
3.1.1 Ecological integrity as a core objective of MEAs
Ecological integrity helps clarify broader concepts like sustainability or a mutually
enhancing human – Earth relationship. Many international agreements or soft law
instruments refer to ecological integrity as an overarching, or at least a significant
objective.62
The notion of ecological integrity first appeared in the international arena in 1978
with the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement,63 signed bilaterally between Canada
and the United States. The purpose of the Agreement is ‘to restore and maintain the
chemical, physical and biological integrity of the Waters of the Great Lakes’.64
The notion of ecological integrity has since been used as a key concept in a wide
range of MEAs. The first MEA to include the notion was the Convention on the
Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources.65 Adopted in 1980, the Convention recognized in its preamble ‘the importance of safeguarding the environment
and protecting the integrity of the ecosystem of the seas surrounding Antarctica’.
Today, more than a dozen MEAs contain some reference to the integrity of ecosystems in their preamble or the operative part. In other major MEAs where the term
did not appear in their texts, we may still observe that the underlying ideas are very
60
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See, for instance, Carolina Zambrano-Barragán et al, ‘Quito’s Climate Change Strategy: A Response to
Climate Change in the Metropolitan District of Quito, Ecuador’ in Konrad Otto-Zimmermann (ed.),
Resilient Cities: Cities and Adaptation to Climate Change. Proceedings of the Global Forum 2010 (Springer,
2011) 515-529.
Kim and Bosselmann, ‘International Environmental law’, supra note 45, at 305.
Agreement between Canada and the United States of America on Great Lakes Water Quality, Ottawa,
22 November 1978, as amended on October 16, 1983 and on November 18, 1987, preceded by the
Agreement between Canada and the United States of America on Great Lakes Water Quality, Ottawa, 15
April 1972.
Article 2 of the Agreement.
Convention on Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources, Canberra, 20 May 1980, in force 7
April 1982, 19 International Legal Materials (1980) 841, <http://www.ccamlr.org>.

Devika Kumar

similar. For instance, the ultimate objective of the UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC),66 which is to prevent dangerous anthropogenic interface with the climate system, can be interpreted to mean safeguarding the integrity
of the climate system.
The Vienna Convention for the Protection of Ozone Layer67 aims to protect human
health and the environment against ‘adverse effects’, which it defines as ‘changes in
the physical environment or biota, including changes in climate, which have significant deleterious effects on human health or on the composition, resilience and productivity of natural and managed ecosystems, or on materials useful to mankind’.68
Here the objective is also to safeguard the integrity of the ozone layer.
The UN Convention on the Law of the Sea,69 aims to protect against the ‘pollution
of the marine environment’ which its Parties are obliged to prevent, reduce and
control.70 Again, the objective is to protect the integrity of the marine environment. The Ramsar Convention on Wetlands71 defines the wise use of wetlands as
‘the maintenance of their ecological character, achieved through the implementation
of ecosystem approaches, within the context of sustainable development’,72 thereby
incorporating elements of ecological integrity.
Perhaps more significantly, most of the key international environmental soft law
instruments, including the World Charter for Nature,73 the Rio Declaration on
Environment and Development,74 Agenda 21,75 the Earth Charter,76 the Plan of
Implementation of the World Summit on Sustainable Development,77 the Rio +20
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Outcome Document ‘The Future We Want’78 and the Paris Climate Agreement79
contain the notion of ecological integrity in their cores.
This observation implies that many MEAs refer to ecological integrity as a significant objective80 and in order to navigate the Anthropocene, Furthermore, a unifying
objective of the Global Pact for the Environment needs to treat ‘ecological integrity’
as a fundamental core objective. (Ecological integrity will be further discussed with a
specific reference to the Global Pact for the Environment in section 4 of this paper).
3.1.2 How far has the idea of public trusteeship for environmental resources
progressed in the field of IEL?
Public trust doctrine refers to a legal concept with ancient roots that is based on the
idea that certain natural resources cannot be fairly and effectively managed by private owners.81 Proposals to make use of the public trust doctrine in an international
context date back to the 1893 Bering Sea Fur Seal Arbitration.82 They re-surfaced
during preparations for the 1972 UN Stockholm Declaration and for the United
Nations Economic, Social Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) World Heritage Convention,83 and have since been taken up by several international scholars, especially
in the legal debate on inter-generational equity.
Various forms of ‘trusteeship’, ‘guardianship’, ‘custodianship’ or ‘stewardship’ status have been suggested for the marine coastal environment in coastal waters and
exclusive economic zones,84 for continental shelf areas 60 to 120 miles beyond the
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Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ);85 for marine resources in specific regional seas
such as Mediterranean and the South Pacific;86 for living ocean resources in general;87 the much-quoted separate opinion on the 1997 Gabčíkovo-Nagymaros case,
Judge Christopher G. Weeramantry of the International Court of Justice referred to
a ‘Principle of Trusteeship for Earth Resources’.88
In July 1997, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan proposed in his report on governance reform89 reconstitution of the UN Trusteeship Council. The Council was one
of the six principal organs of the UN established to enable member states exercise
collective trusteeship for the integrity of the global environment and common areas
including oceans, atmosphere and outer space.
Pursuant to this proposal, on the concept of trusteeship, the question was entrusted
to the proverbial UN Committee – ‘Task Force on Environment and Human Settlements’ chaired by the Executive Director of UNEP. The task-force report to the
General Assembly in October 1998 refrained from making any recommendation on
trusteeship issue.90
The buck was then passed to the ‘Open-ended Inter-Governmental Group of Ministers on International Environmental Governance’, launched by the UNEP Governing Council in February 2001, which predictably referred the matter to expert
consultations, held in 2001. The experts concluded that ‘it would be very difficult
to undertake measures that would affect the main organs established by the UN
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Charter, like the ECOSOC and the Trusteeship Council’.91 As a result, the topic
never even reached the agenda of the 2002 Johannesburg Summit.
In summary, the aim of this section has been to bring to attention the growing
complexities of the Earth system and the inability of the current international environmental legal regime to tackle the complexities therein. More importantly, this
has led me to conclude and justify the need for a structural, unified and consolidated
Global Pact to govern the commons. Opening the discussion of such a Pact brings
along the need to revive several core structural foundations of IEL, including the
concepts of ecological integrity and public trust doctrine to help us navigate the
socio-ecological complexities of the era.

4

The Global Pact for the Environment

4.1

The Pact’s UN evolutionary process

The idea of a constitutional framework to tackle the environmental crisis is not
new.92 However, it is indeed the first time that we are proceeding towards this idea
with actual scientific evidence that suggests that if human societies do not steer away
from critical tipping points in the Earth system, it may potentially lead to rapid
and irreversible damage.93 Due to which, the recent past has witnessed a plethora
of UN developments including the Rio Summit on Sustainable Development (June
2012),94 the adoption of the Paris Agreement (December 2015), the Addis Ababa
Action Agenda on Financing for Development (July 2015),95 and the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development (October 2015)96 along with its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (September 2015) to remedy the damages of the Anthropocene
91
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era. However, the common denominator of all the above international environmental goals is that they were non-legally binding (soft-law).
Owing to the urgency of the situation and faced with lackadaisical attitude of states
to collectively tackle global socio-ecological challenges, the Commission Environment of Club des Jurists97 released a report on ‘strengthening the effectiveness’ of
international environmental law in 2015. The report included 21 recommendations, one of which advocated for the need to have a ‘legally binding’ international
Environmental Pact.98 With the overwhelming support received for the adoption
of the Paris Agreement, Laurent Fabius (President of the 21st Conference of the
Parties (COP) to the UNFCCC) decided to support the idea and take it to the international level. Between June 2017 and early November 2018, several major steps
were taken to support the idea of a Global Pact for the Environment (hereinafter
GPE), including many expert gatherings,99 a high-level event on the side-lines of the
UNGA meeting on 19 September 2017 titled ‘Summit on a Global Pact for Environment’,100 a Sino-French Summit between France and China in January 2018,101
and, finally, the meeting of the UN General Assembly in which the Enabling Resolution (see below) was adopted.
The principle motivation behind drafting the Pact is to offer a binding international
treaty establishing the fundamental principles of environmental law. It is a strong
97
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117

An Analysis of Earth System Approach to
the Global Pact for the Environment

response to the expectation of the legal community to see the foundations of environmental regulation systemized in a single instrument at an international level.102
The Pact is presumably expected to fulfill the typical role of constitutions – namely
to act as an overarching framework setting forth general binding provisions, while
the sector-based details are provided in other instruments such as MEAs.
In May 2018, the process which may ultimately lead to the negotiation of a legally
binding Global Pact for the Environment formally commenced under the auspices of UNGA (143 votes in favour, 6 against and 6 abstentions).103 Furthermore,
the adopted Resolution104 established an Ad HocOpen-Ended Working Group
(OEWG) to consider the matters and be guided by technical and evidence-based report from the UN Secretary-General (UNSG) on the possible gaps in International
Environment Law and environment-related instruments.105
4.2

Are there gaps or an inherent design problem in IEL?

The UNSG report created quite the stir in the international community, witnessed
through the OEWG substantive sessions.106 It would be unfair to say that, after 40
years of the evolutionary process of IEL, we have failed to learn anything from it.107
Indeed we have, but is it enough? On one hand, scholars have questioned whether
identifying the ‘gaps’ is the right way to proceed.108 On the other hand, others have
pointed out the futility of this exercise and argued that IEL is not incoherent or
fragmented; accordingly, it is to be considered a strength and not a deficiency of the
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field that so many different tools and approaches have been employed to address
particular problems.109
The mixed responses to the UNSG report are not surprising; but the role of principles in strengthening environmental protection certainly cannot be ignored.110 Another crucial aspect is that if we design the GPE without incorporating the more
recent developments of science,111 and, at the same time, open the possibility of
future updates and developments of knowledge, it will produce something that is
outdated and redundant before it even enters into force.112 In order for the GPE to
not fall under the same outdated (and unsuccessful) ways of functioning – we need a
new radical starting point to develop IEL and to rectify the inherent design problem
– the manner of how we view the ‘environment’.
GPE’s new innovative approach should focus on supporting a legal regime that incorporates scientific aspects of the Earth system. The objects of all the current legal sectorial approaches are deeply inter-connected across the scales of the natural
world. The goal of giving coherence and effectiveness to all of these MEAs can be
achieved through a strong scientific foundation – thus promoting a harmonized
integrated Earth system approach.
The GPE will be the first step of moving forward since it represents conceptual
evolution that opens new possibilities of global cooperation and creates the basis for
connecting already existing legal documents as well as for building new instruments.
In spite of the fact that third substantive session of the OEWG did not turn out as
anticipated, there is still room for conversation in the landmark 50th anniversary of
the UN Conference on the Human Environment in 2022.
4.3

The Pact’s structural foundation 1: ecological integrity as a Grundnorm

4.3.1 Introduction to ecological integrity
The Pact’s strong substantive structural foundations will set the tone to achieve a
high-order normative instrument status that binds states with defined obligations to
address the socio-ecological crisis of the Anthropocene.
As I have discussed (in section 2 of this paper), the concept of ‘ecological integrity’
is at the very heart of several MEAs. The notion refers to its roots within the notion
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of ‘Earth’s wholeness’ which, in the context of conservation and restoration, for example, suggests that the goal ought to be the creation of the whole, intact systems.113
James Kay, a systems theorist at the University of Waterloo, proposes that integrity
is an all-encompassing term for the various features – resilience, elasticity, stress
response, and so on – that allow an ecosystem to adjust to environmental change:
‘Integrity should be seen as an umbrella concept that integrates these many different
characteristics of an ecosystem, which, when taken together, describe an ecosystem’s
ability to maintain its organization’.114
The Global Pact requires a clear, workable and valid understanding of ecological
integrity that encompasses multiple scales of the Earth system. The most important
task for the Pact is to define ‘ecological integrity’ and observe it as a fundamental
non-negotiable condition upon which states shall operate. To begin with, the GPE
needs to redefine ‘ecological integrity’ that is intended to fit the Anthropocene era.
Legal scholars have proposed a reworked definition of ecological integrity: ecological
integrity of an area of land (including freshwaters) or sea is the combination of the
biodiversity and ecosystem processes (functions) that characterize the area at a given
point in time.115 This definition offers the Pact an opportunity to treat the Earth
system functions as a single integrated whole.
4.3.2 Earth Charter as a signpost for the Pact
The Global Pact is intended to inculcate a holistic form of governance model that
is global and all-inclusive in nature. This model of a truly globalized governance
structure is best found in the Earth Charter. The Earth Charter is a document with
sixteen principles that power a global movement towards a more just, sustainable
and peaceful world.116 The draft GPE embeds ecological integrity in Articles 2 and
18. On one hand, Article 2 provides for states, institutions and individuals to take
care of the environment in a way that everyone would contribute ‘to the conservation, protection and restoration of the integrity of Earth’s ecosystems. Article 18, on
the other hand, requests actors to cooperate in order to conserve, protect and restore
the integrity of Earth’s ecosystems and community of life. The community of life is
the other key concept of the Earth Charter. It appears in the Preamble and is at the
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core of the ethical proposals of the Charter, in its Pillar I – Respect and Care for the
Community of Life.117
Hence, the Earth Charter offers a significant approach as a step forward for the
Global Pact because the document proposes a set of principles on ecological integrity before other principles, which reflects the necessity to develop within the natural
limits and understand the conditions of the environment. Furthermore, the Earth
Charter not only defines pillars, but also organizes them in a particular way. A very
important feature it has is that it emphasizes the inter-dependence of environmental, social and economic challenges. This should be a guiding beacon for the GPE.118
The Pact shall also derive morality of a new governance structure as spelled out in
the Earth Charter’s preamble. It is imperative that ‘we, the people of Earth, declare
our responsibility to one another, to the greater community of life, and to future
generations’.119 It states the need for taking responsibility to one another as ‘imperative’. The Preamble’s notion of universal responsibility is reflective of the principle
of sustainability120 and cannot be confused with shallow versions of sustainable development.
4.3.3 Accommodate temporal unevenness and inclusion of ‘uncertainty’
The Global Pact is intended to be a legally binding document that codifies international environmental legal principles; in other words, hard law. However, the Pact
needs to accommodate temporal unevenness and uncertainty. The gap between law
and science needs to be bridged by the Pact. The relationship between law and science has often been described as an ‘uneasy’ one. The purpose of science is to seek
the truth, while the purpose of law is to seek justice or at least reasonable and fair
resolution to disputes. Law’s primary purpose is to resolve human disputes rather
than to continually add to a body of testable knowledge.121 This brings us to one
of the biggest challenges of the legal system – to be able to address the uncertainty
inherent in science, which may result in a lack of data, inconsistent data, or conflicts
in the interpretation of data.122 Many gaps and uncertainties exist in the scientific
information relied upon to make environmental policy decisions.123
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Therefore, the main contentions of this section are to place ecological integrity into
our way of thinking about the environment. If the Global Pact is devoted to the
‘global environment’ with the aim of addressing gaps and to provide coherence and
effectiveness through a structurally coherent scientific theoretical framework, the
only consistent approach is through the best available scientific knowledge of the
Earth system functioning – the planetary boundaries. These science-based limits of
key processes determine the Earth system functioning. The Global Pact’s best bet for
success is through treating the Earth system functions as a single integrated system
at the planetary level.124 Therefore, approaching the Earth system in an integrated
way will be the best step moving forward, since it represents a conceptual evolution
that opens new possibilities for global cooperation and creates a basis for connecting
already existing legal documents as well as for building new instruments.
4.3.4 Ecological sustainability
When we are discussing the need to ‘stay within the planetary boundaries’, it becomes imperative for the Global Pact to define ‘ecological sustainability’ in the light
of focusing on natural biological processes and the continued productivity and
functioning of ecosystems. In the broadest sense of global sustainability, it should
include all components of biosphere. The planetary boundaries framework is one of
the most significant recent attempts to recognize ecological constraints on what we
can do with Earth’s resources. It offers a systematic approach to defining ‘safe operating space for humanity’, a zone of wellbeing and resilience in relation to a set of ecological conditions. The key idea is that by keeping human activities from breaching
the planetary boundaries, we can maintain the Earth more or less in the conditions
that have enabled humanity to evolve over the millennia since the Ice Age.125
The Earth Charter’s mission is to shine light on international cooperation towards
‘sustainability’. The success of the Global Pact depends on its closeness to the reflection of the Earth Charter. The Global Pact should interlink with the principles and
values of the Earth Charter. The Earth Charter calls to ‘join together to bring forth
a sustainable global society’126 and the Global Pact stresses ‘the need to adopt a common position and principles that will inspire and guide the efforts of all to protect
and preserve the environment’.127
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4.3.5 Rethinking and operationalizing ‘sustainable development’ under the
Global Pact
The idea of sustainability articulated by the Brundtland report (the World Commission on Environment and Development, WCED)128 and others highlight the
need for development, sustainability and equity – a formulation broad enough to
make it attractive to groups with many different perspectives. Sustainable Development, as defined by the WCED, is paradoxical as ‘it aims at reconciling the right of
development of every world citizen with global environmental burdens associated
with the current development model’.129 The contradiction in terms of reconciling
sustainability and development would be impractical.130 It should be remembered
that, in the concept of sustainable development, ‘sustainability’ is what conditions
‘development’, not vice versa.131
This implies the need to delve deeper into the authentic meaning of sustainability.
The idea of sustainability has deep roots in all cultures of the world.132 The term
itself, however, was shaped in the seventeenth- century European discourse on timber shortage. Initiated by the Royal Society and its founding member John Evelyn,
paved the way to a new approach to the management of forests.
In Germany, for instance, it led to the coining of the new term Nachhaltigkeit (sustainability). Its first legislative use dates back to 1713 and was enacted by Hans Carl
von Carlowitz, the head of the Royal Mining Office in the Kingdom of Saxony, in
the context of meeting the challenge of a predicted shortage of timber.133 The principle of sustainability was fundamental in forest legislation of the nineteenth century;
for instance, Article 2 of the Bavarian Forest Law of 1852 reads: ‘The management
of state owned forests has to follow sustainability as its highest principle’.134
The historical sources shed new light on the essence of the modern composite term
‘sustainable development’, which is often diluted and distorted. The fact that sustainability was early on a legal term with a defined content and was used in legislation is important for the interpretation of sustainable development. It would be
wrong to assume that this construct only emerged following the Brundtland report
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and could only be interpreted accordingly. We need to revise the concept of sustainable development in light of historical usage and refocus on its core meaning as ‘not
risking the substance’.135
With this in backdrop, centring the discussion back to the Global Pact, ‘sustainability’ should be the end goal and a broad term, when understood as an integration
opportunity. The Global Pact should serve as a binding legal instrument that not
only defines the planetary boundaries parameters, but also enables integration efforts in the context of a systematic approach to operationalizing a vision, shared
understanding, baseline assessment and an action-oriented approach to prioritizing
next steps.136 Moving forward, the Global Pact will need to utilize a ‘baseline set of
questions and provisional indicators’ concerning planetary boundaries that will enable future MEAs to align efforts with targets for achieving optimal sustainable levels
that are based on best available ecological science.137
4.4

The Pact’s structural foundation 2: an Earth system approach to the
Global Pact

‘Earth system’ refers to the ‘global environment as an integrated whole’.138 The Earth
system is a single whole, integrated system indivisible and cannot be segmented
conceptually, materially or through any other legal abstraction into discrete part.139
Therefore, it must be considered our ultimate common goal because it unites us all.
Keeping in line with the Global Pact’s overall principal aim of acting as an overarching framework that unites under one legal umbrella, it is only logical for the Pact to
adopt an Earth system’s approach.
A favourable Earth system state is identifiable through the planetary boundaries
framework, which defines nine critical Earth system processes (for instance, climate
change, ozone depletion, biosphere, integrity and others) whose effective management is the key to the maintenance of a resilient and accommodating state of the
planet. The whole collection of these nine processes and their interactions, as well as
the maintenance within scientifically defined boundaries, is what is defined as the
‘Safe Operating Space for Humanity’.140
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4.4.1 Defining ‘environment’ by relinquishing duality
The draft Pact needs to clearly define ‘the environment’. As I have emphasized earlier, when we consider the wholeness of the Earth, the idea of environment through
the lens of the GPE needs to relinquish the ‘illusion’ of control over nature. The
inherent design problem in IEL and all MEAs lies in the way they have viewed the
environment. The Global Pact requires a radical outlook that shuns dualisms of sorts
by changing the perspective from ‘us versus nature’ towards ‘we are nature’.141
In the Hindu philosophy, this is referred to as ‘Advaita’, literally meaning ‘no-two’s’.
An emphasis on opposing categories such as the material world versus the spiritual,
good versus evil, the arts versus the sciences, the economy versus the environment,
and individuality versus the community and humans versus nature are examples of
duality.142
Environmental law has developed on a very specific set of Western cultural ideas
about human/nature relationship. Any new international environmental instrument, such as the Global Pact, should be required to operate upon a definition of
‘environment’ that shuns all forms of dualisms and takes a revolutionary approach
that focuses on the ecological context of human activities.143
4.4.2 Defining ‘safe operating space for humanity’ for future legal instruments
Owing to the growing understanding of the Earth system and the recent possibility
of measuring its state through the definition of planetary boundaries, we now have a
scientific basis upon which to define the ‘safe operating space’ of the Earth system.144
With the ability to quantify and define a desirable state of the Earth system, we have
made a giant step to solve the legal vacuum created by indeterminate and vague
concepts. The Global Pact needs to utilize this opportunity to define a safe operating
space within which humanity can operate and to ensure that all future international
environmental legal instruments are operating in the realm of the safe space.
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Planetary boundaries define a ‘safe operating space’ for humanity based on evolving
understandings of the functioning and resilience of the planet.145 This will be a giant
step for IEL that coordinates the law – science interface that will control human
activities and hold us back from pushing planetary boundaries.
The Global Pact should strive to be a legal model for the Anthropocene. A model
that requires regulation for ensuring the protection and promotion of common interests through the construction of a new governance structure that represents the
interests of all humankind, both in present and the future.
4.4.3 Earth system law to govern the Global Pact?
With the focus of Earth system governance on human-social aspects of planetary
changes, law has played a peripheral part in its governance. To this end, while there
is a clear link between Earth system governance and the law, it is unclear how law
could respond from a regulatory perspective to some of the key problem characteristics of Earth system governance. These include, among others, the level of persistent uncertainty that characterizes anthropogenic Earth system transformation; the
functional inter-generational dependencies created by the Earth system transformation; the functional inter-dependence of Earth system elements such as climatic and
aquatic systems; new and multiple forms and degrees of global spatial human and
non-human interactions and inter-dependencies.
So, it can be argued that an Earth system law can and should develop simultaneously. First, the analytical dimension of Earth system law that understands the science
of law i.e. the structure, content, processes and institutions of legal systems, is necessary. Second, Earth system law should explore and address normative considerations
of Earth system governance. Third, the analytical and normative dimensions lead
to prescriptive questions about how to achieve a desirable future. Rethinking and
reforming law and its role in Earth system governance will be instrumental in contributing to the regulatory response urgently required to enable humanity to mitigate the Anthropocene’s impacts, to adapt to a drastically changed socio-ecological
reality, and to increase resilience.146
At this stage, it is not an unimaginable stretch to justify the need for a global Earth
system law that could potentially govern the Pact and its governance structures. The
idea of such a law is still new, but its requirement is now more than ever as we are
145

146

126

See further, Klaus Bosselmann and Kristen Jones, ‘The Planetary Integrity Project: Creating a Safe Operating Space through Law and Governance’ (New Zealand Centre for Environmental Law, 2016), available at <http://planetaryboundariesinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/PIP-Report-Sept-2016.
pdf> (visited 10 May 2020), 4-25.
Louis J. Kotze and Rakhyun E. Kim, ‘Earth System Law: Juridical Dimensions of Earth System Governance’, 1 Earth System Governance Journal (2019) 1-12. See also Task Force on Earth System Law, available
at <http://www.earthsystemgovernance.org/research/taskforce-on-earth-system-law/>.

Devika Kumar

anticipating heading towards the Anthropocene era and it will reverse the traditional
rule –that international law ends where national borders begin.147
4.5

Structural foundation 3: Earth trusteeship for Global Pact’s regulatory
response

The sovereign rights of nation states to govern the common pool of natural resources
are not proprietary, but fiduciary. The idea of environmental trusteeship is not new.148
If we define it in simple terms, it means that certain natural resources – e.g. watercourses, wildlife, or wilderness areas – regardless of their allocation to public or private uses, are part of an ‘inalienable public trust’. Certain authorities – for instance,
federal agencies, state governments, or indigenous tribal institutions – are designated
as ‘public trustees’ for the protection of those resources and every citizen, as a ‘beneficiary’ of the trust, may invoke its terms to hold the trustees accountable and to obtain
judicial protection against encroachments or deterioration of the public trust.
Now, the last question that needs particular attention is whether there is a need for
a new institution as a steward for global ecological integrity? The Earth trusteeship
principles149constitute an innovative foundation for multi-stakeholder collaboration
towards governance of natural resources ‘for the common good’. The Earth trusteeship principles at play are to be guided by dynamic exchanges between science and
indigenous world views, as well as modern social innovation management.
This is to result in cross-cultural joint efforts to achieve eco-system restoration, biodiversity recovery and related transformation of lifestyles. Primarily by means of
regenerative agriculture and landscaping and sustainable food system governance
based on inspired citizen’s participation.150
4.5.1 Conceptual origins of Earth trusteeship
The conceptual origins of Earth Trusteeship can be located in the lifetime mission of
Judge C.G Weeramantry (1926-2017), former Vice President of the International
147

148

149

150

Klaus Bosselmann, ‘Large-Scale Acquisitions of the Commons: The Need for Earth Governance’ in Bosselmann et al (eds), Ecological Integrity and, supra note 40, at 1-13.
Peter H. Sand, ‘Sovereignty Bounded: Public Trusteeship for Common Pool Resources?’, 4(1) Global
Environmental Politics (2004) 47-71.
Appeal ‘Hague Principles for a Universal Declaration on Responsibilities for Human Rights and
Earth Trusteeship’ in the design process of the ‘Ad Hoc Open Ended Working Group towards a Global Pact for the Environment (OEWG)’ and its follow-up, School for Wellbeing, Studies and Research
<https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/27976/ETI_proposal.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y#:~:text=Principle%201%20Responsibilities%20for%20Earth&text=Each%20state%20individually%2C%20and%20the,integrity%20of%20Earth's%20ecological%20systems> (visited 23 July
2020).
Appeal to include dialogue on The Hague Principles for a Universal Declaration on Responsibilities
for Human Rights and Earth Trusteeship in the design of the ‘Ad Hoc Open-Ended Working Group
towards global Pact for the Environment (OEWG)’, available at <https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/
handle/20.500.11822/27976/ETI_proposal.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y> (visited 23 July 2020).

127

An Analysis of Earth System Approach to
the Global Pact for the Environment

Court of Justice. He stated: ‘Humanity is in a position of trusteeship of the environment and not in the position of dominance’.151 In the observation of Judge
Weeramantry, the concept of trusteeship is, as a living example, rooted in traditional
irrigation systems and practices of farmers in Sri Lanka, his home country. Trusteeship resonates with the world views of indigenous peoples and the teachings of
world religions as well as with nature-based secular philosophies.
The ethics of Earth stewardship are an integral part of the world’s religions and
indeed humanity’s cultural heritage, but these ethics have never been more topical
than today. Earth trusteeship is the essence of what Earth jurisprudence is advocating, but, more importantly, it has also been called for in key MEAs. Earth trusteeship is the institutionalization of the fundamental duty to protect the integrity of
Earth’s ecological systems. For instance, this duty resonates in more than 25 international agreements – from the 1982 World Charter for Nature through to the 2015
Paris Climate Agreement.152
The legitimacy of the state as a legal institution rests on its ability to care for its
citizens. To this end, state has fiduciary obligations and fundamental acts, in fact,
as a trustee for its citizens and their cultural and natural commons.153 Although the
concepts of ‘sovereignty as responsibility’ and ‘responsibility to protect’ have been
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recognized by states,154 most states strongly resist the expansion of such responsibilities even to cases of natural disasters.155
Re-centring the discussion towards the Global Pact, an international instrument
that carries within it the power and legitimacy to act as an umbrella framework
that will put checks and balances on human activities from pushing the planetary
boundaries. The strain of thoughts, reflections on law, spiritual insights, traditional
farmer’s practices and indigenous world views lead to the simple maxim: ‘All global
citizens are equal trustees for the benefit of future generations’.156
4.5.2 Operationalizing Earth trusteeship under the Global Pact
The Earth trusteeship inspired research should focus on gathering evidence-based
assessment, analysis and reflection on governance challenges, as well as actual solutions, enabled by the Earth trusteeship approach.157
The Earth trusteeship principles158 can constitute enabling legal and governance
conditions for multi-stakeholder environmental recovery at local and regional levels, thereby offering the Global Pact with a new foundation and methodologies for
related capacity-building.159
It is crucial to note that adopting Earth trusteeship principles into the contemporary
international law will not be ‘new design’ but rather should be viewed as a much
needed timely synthesis of existing legislation and timeless, globally shared, intrinsic
values. This synthesis crafting process in the Global Pact could ultimately result in
the articulation of Earth trusteeship as an essential dimension of the overarching
principles constituting the evolving structure of the Pact.
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In this paper, the Earth Trusteeship is proposed to be taken into consideration as
an overarching principle (among others) of IEL. It resonates with almost 12 dimensions of the Global Pact for the Environment such as the integration of rights
and duties within a normative approach (benefitting others, ‘the common good’);
Articles 9-11 the draft Pact contain the three pillars of environmental democracy –
access to information, public participation and access to justice in environmental
matters; and it addresses the reduction of inequality, and strengthens global citizenship and the intentional evolution of environmental awareness. Further, articulation
of Earth trusteeship in the framework of a critical but supportive, civil society-driven dialogue will benefit the Global Pact for Environment process. It will enable the
integration of civil society sectors and cultural values that are not currently included
into the stricter secular foundation of the Pact.
Finally, Earth trusteeship intends to give voice to indigenous people’s wisdom, world
religions on the obligation to care, engaged spirituality, traditional and organic
farmer values, the interests of future generations and nature. Since Earth trusteeship
is rooted in a great diversity of consensus-building world views, its integration and
synthesis into the structural foundation of the Global Pact will enable the Pact to
gain a holistic, integrated, umbrella framework status to protect the Earth and all
its residents.

5

Conclusion

The relationship of humans with the environment has changed throughout the evolution of Homo sapiens and the development of societies. For virtually all human
existence on Earth, interaction with the environment has taken place at the local,
regional, and global change. The emerging discourse of the Anthropocene requires
us to treat the Earth system as a complex adaptive system and to steer away from
interacting planetary tipping points. Such an analytical approach has wide implications for managing the challenges that characterize the Anthropocene.
The much-needed Global Pact for the Environment will be required to act as a
framework that has the ability to keep human activities within the planetary boundaries and have significant impact on the resilience of populations of all species, not
just humans, on Earth. Detailed research needs to be conducted into the issue of
governance of socio-ecological systems with a special emphasis on resilience. The
work being done emphasises the need to be aware of the environmental limits that
determine the physical and biological boundaries of Earth systems, which will affect
the activities that people are able to undertake. An emerging idea is to incorporate
an awareness of the planetary boundaries into policy and decision-making processes
at all levels of government.
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The Global Pact needs to be used as a mechanism by which activities can be measured against the likely impact they have on the planetary boundaries. The very core
of this research is to provoke the thought for the need to adopt an Earth system
approach for the Global Pact wherein the entire Earth’s wholeness is taken into consideration. The Pact needs to be a legal framework protecting the Earth’s wholeness.
At this point it becomes imperative to clarify that the Global Pact is not in ‘competition’ with MEAs; its original intention is to give structure and coherence to IEL
and this is possible when ‘ecological integrity’ lies at the heart of the Pact’s structural
framework.
I do believe the Pact has the capability to unify humanity to protect the Earth’s
wholeness only if we see ourselves as stewards of the Earth, wherein states act as trustees of the common good, thereby taking a crucial step towards Earth governance.
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