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Principle 6. Prevent harm as the best method of environmental protection and, when knowledge is limited, apply a precautionary approach.

The Shift from Economy to Ecology

If there is uncertainty in relation to the ecological impact of cer-

Nations as a producer and protagonist of justice by the humili-

tain projects, the precautionary principle calls upon one to err
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Americanism, are the opposite of everything the Earth Charter
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ing, already sown in the decades before – an intellectual transformation from economy to ecology, from the short-term to the

In the meantime, the need for a global answer is more urgent

long-term, from the confrontation inherent to globalization and

than ever. This answer is not only on the level of summits or

its rebounds, to the harmony of seeing the planet as a whole.

concrete measures and negotiations. It goes deeper. To illus-
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trate this, I go back to the beginning of the 1990s. I had, after
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twelve years being prime minister in the Netherlands, more

Principle 6. Prevent harm as the best method of environmental protection and, when knowledge is limited, apply a precautionary approach.

time to reflect. The concept of inclusivity – to include people, to
I started to think about an important new trend that came up

include dimensions of life – grew more important to me.

those days – globalization. With its many faces and interpreta-

I started to understand the call for a paradigm shift, which was

tions, globalization became to be known as such only after the

put forward by NGO’s at the Rio Summit.

demise of the Soviet Union, in 1989. In the same period, it came
to a series of global summits: on women (Beijing), on popula-

An important influence in this transformation was my acquain-

tion and reproductive health (Cairo), on social development

tance with the way indigenous people look at life. Indigenous

(Copenhagen) and, of course, the first one, the Earth Summit in

people succeeded in Rio to introduce two fundamentals that go

1992 in Rio de Janeiro. All these summits exemplified the global

beyond good environmental policies reducing and controlling

interest for global issues and were themselves the very expres-

emissions. The notion of preventing harm, of thinking of future

sion of globalization – not only governments gathered there,

generations, is one fundamental. The second fundamental that

but, even more,the non governmental organizations (NGOs).

found ground in Rio was the positioning of the “indigenous”

And indeed, all these summits produced global commitments

way of relating to nature – a relationship of “awe.” While the

as if we were becoming more “one.”

Enlightenment resulted in more and more exploitation and
plundering of Earth, the indigenous – economically at the low-

The first five years of the new millennium showed again a

est level – had totally different concepts. They celebrate nature.

diverse picture from the global point of view. On the one hand,

They have a different concept of time. They think about har-

we saw the Millennium Declaration, a powerful commitment of

mony, about Mother Earth, respect, and equity.

the United Nations to the Millennium Development Goals, and a

These fundamentals are, with many other insights, integrated in

successful Monterrey Summit; on the other hand, the attack on

the Earth Charter. To handle the great challenges and responsi-

September 11, 2001 in New York and a very visible Al Qaeda.

bilities we have towards Earth and to counter the negative glob-

The world, and, in particular, its lead country, the USA, became

alization trends, we can make full use of the Earth Charter. The

obsessed by “security” concerns. By choosing a classic, ideo-

civil society of the globalizing world, “we the people” need a

logical strategy – a preventive strike against a rogue nation

constitution – a document describing the values to be respected

because of the risk of weapons of mass destruction in the hands

and to be pursued. The Earth Charter gives us a holistic, com-

of the axis of evil – the Bush administration disqualified the

prehensive, inclusive constitution.

•

United Nations as the global guardian of security. At the same
time, the struggle of Islam with modernity, in particular in the
homelands of the Moslems, coincided unfortunately with two
“globalizing” dimensions. First, there is the perception that
globalization and Americanization threatens Islam and the
Islamic way of life. And second, there is the perception that
America protects corruptive leadership in the Islamic world. In
addition to this, there is the on-going degradation of the United
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