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The role of business and multinational corporations (MNCs) in early international environmental govern-
ance is not well understood. Typically, historians accord business growing influence after the 1992 Rio
Earth Summit, coincident with the rise of a market-oriented sustainable development paradigm. In this
article, we highlight the considerable involvement of self-styled business actors in the formative 1972
UN Conference on the Human Environment and subsequent establishment of the UN Environment
Programme. Tracing the interconnected networks of British economist Barbara Ward, Italian industrialist
Aurelio Peccei and Canadian oilman-turned-UNEP boss Maurice Strong, we identify business actors as
key in the passage from ‘planetary’ to ‘global’ environmental rationales characteristic of environmental
politics between the 1970s and 1990s. However, we also show that business was a sought-after (even if
often ambiguous) partner in the 1970s’ moment of innovative ‘planetary’ environmental thinking and
institution making. The contested status of MNCs in 1970s internationalism shaped this early business
involvement in the history of environmental governance.

The 1970s is now widely recognised as a dynamic, foundational moment in the world’s collective
engagement with human-made environmental degradation, formally launched with the 1972 UN
Conference on the Human Environment (UNCHE) and the establishment of the UN Environment
Programme (UNEP) the following year. This was a moment when scientists, conservationists, activists,
diplomats, international bureaucrats and computer engineers brought ‘the environment’ into focus as
an object of international knowledge, government, and management.1 The UNEP was established as
what Maria Ivanova calls the ‘anchor institution’ for international environmental governance,
although as Perrin Selcer has demonstrated, its origins and capabilities were decisively shaped by earl-
ier post-war hopes and anxieties, Cold War geopolitics, and Global North-South conflicts.2 These
immanent tensions in international environmental institution building were not only geopolitical,
but as Stephen Macekura and others have argued, also intellectual. Economists, demographers,
futurists and other experts debated the appropriate measures and calculations of intersecting
human progress, environmental conservation, and collective well-being.3 And as Steve Bernstein,
Iris Borowy and others have suggested, ‘sustainable development’ – the master concept of
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contemporary environmentalism developed in the early 1980s – is best understood as a mediation of
these 1970s geopolitical and intellectual tensions.4

This article further develops this evolving picture of intersecting ideas, institutions and individuals
in the history of the fashioning of international environmental governance, and its shifting historical
characteristics, by turning our historical attention to corporate actors, business associations and multi-
national corporations (MNCs). It sketches a new conceptual as well as institutional framework for con-
ceptualising the relationship between ‘business’ broadly understood and international environmental
governance. It also focuses on the genealogical importance of the 1970s moment epitomised by the
UNCHE. In conceptual terms, this was a moment when the language of the ‘planetary’ – reflected
in the idea that all humans share a common, terrestrial home – sat in increasing tension with the ‘glo-
bal’ as a paradigm that referenced industry, commerce, and trade, the rise of multinationals, and trans-
national flows of money.5 Although the subordination of the planetary to the global has become a
defining characteristic of contemporary neoliberal globalism, we argue that the 1970s constituted a
moment in which economists, social scientists and business leaders both espoused and negotiated
planetary rationales, while navigating global alternatives.

Histories of early environmental governance have tended to focus on the role of non-government
institutions, especially NGOs and IGOs, or the development of abstract concepts and norms.6 By
contrast, we take our historical cues from diverse individual actors in this international history,
including British economist Barbara Ward, Italian industrialist Aurellio Peccei and Canadian
oilman-turned-UNEP boss Maurice Strong. These actors’ networks and connections typify the alter-
native lens through which we view the formation and exercise of international environmental govern-
ance emanating from the UNCHE. People whose motivations are laden with telling ambiguities and
ambivalences are at the heart of governance projects in ways not always apparent in the more formal
study of NGOs or concepts. As a result, examining these networks has led us to uncover the significant
involvement of business and corporations in the origins of international environmental governance.

The role of business and MNCs in early environmental governance is not well understood. While
there is a growing literature on what major carbon emitting corporations ‘knew’ during this period,
most scholarly attention on corporate contributions to international environmental governance has
focused on instances since the 1980s in which business interests promoted market mechanisms as a
preferred technique or even principle.7 In this literature, the 1992 Rio Earth Summit is the apogee
of ‘business’ influence over international governance frameworks for the environment and climate.8

Meanwhile, management and business scholars are especially interested in developments since the
2000 UN Global Compact, a non-binding agreement between the UN and business to achieve sustain-
able development goals, critiquing things like the efficacy and politics – or even ‘green-washing’ – of
corporate sustainability reporting, Environmental Social and Governance (ESG) self-assessments.9 For
others, it now appears that corporations and business leaders – rather than government – have

4 Steven Bernstein, The Compromise of Liberal Environmentalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000); Iris
Borowy, Defining Sustainable Development for Our Common Future: A History of the World Commission on
Environment and Development (New York: Routledge, 2013).

5 Felicity Scott has gone so far as to describe the global as ‘a biopolitical paradigm that extended certain states’ interests in
regulating the health and productivity of populations and in managing their natural resources and milieu into an
expanded, worldwide domain’. Outlaw Territories: Environments of Insecurity/Architectures of Counterinsurgency
(New York: Zone Books, 2016), 223.

6 Selcer, The Postwar Origins of the Global Environment; Steven Macekura, Off Limits and Growth: The Rise of Global
Sustainable Development in the Twentieth Century (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015).

7 Jennifer Clapp and Jonas Meckling, ‘Business as a Global Actor’, in Robert Falkner, ed., The Handbook of Global Climate
and Environment Policy (Malden: Wiley, 2013), 286–303; Christopher Wright and Daniel Nyberg, Climate Change,
Capitalism, and Corporations: Processes of Creative Self-Destruction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).

8 David Levy and Peter Newell, eds., The Business of Global Environmental Governance (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006);
Jonas Meckling, Carbon Coalitions: Business, Climate Politics, and the Rise of Emissions Trading (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 2011).

9 For a recent critique, see Daniela Gabor, ‘The Wall Street Consensus’, Development and Change, 52, 3 (2021), 429–59.
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emerged as providing the primary leadership and means for abating anthropogenic climate change.
Alternatively, Bernstein, in his classic study of the rise of the discourse of sustainable development
as providing a liberal ‘compromise’ between market and environmental ambitions, denies that busi-
ness communities played any significant role in that process. Rather, they ‘consistently came late
and often fought the compromises that eventually evolved into liberal environmentalism’.10 Here,
instead, we show that there is evidence of business influence on environmental governance from at
least the 1970s in the context of the UN and its international system.

Although business proved a complicated and ambivalent affiliate for an environmental governance
regime that was initially organised by the UNEP along inter-national lines, we are able to highlight
their presence at this early stage, and to show just how the organisation of capital underwent signifi-
cant transformation at this time, and the consequences for environmental governance. At a time when
globalising, borderless MNCs were regaining their pre-Second World War status as predominant busi-
ness actors, often represented by associations such as the International Chamber of Commerce, busi-
ness was no homogenous actor. That said, business sought representation to have a voice, and it was
sought after as a sponsor of international environmental governance. Some scholars have also noted
that the Secretary-General of the UNCHE and UNEP’s first Executive Director, Maurice Strong, was a
Canadian oilman; what they have not recognised – as we recover – is how Strong mobilised his busi-
ness and corporate networks to incorporate industry and MNCs into the work of international institu-
tions developing approaches to environmental governance, not least their goal of harmonising
environment and development.11 Business actors – and their underlying personal networks – engaged
the contested place of environmentalism in the history of twentieth-century capitalism, and led the
general transition from planetary to global framings of international environmental governance.

Recovering the 1970s ‘planetary’ history of business and international environmental governance is
of considerable contemporary relevance to contemporary scholarship across the social sciences and in
public discourses.12 In recent years, this history has gained added salience as scholars turn to a new
conceptualization of the ‘planetary’ as a means of grasping the socio-political world and its complex
dynamics, whether as ‘planetary boundaries’, or ‘planetary health’, and to challenge prevailing ideas of
global connection provided by economists and business leaders, usually as globalisation.13 At its most
radical, ‘planetary’ denotes a recalibration of the ordering frame through which we understand the
world, replacing other concepts that have served this role, such as ‘international’ and ‘global’.14 We
argue that early 1970s business involvement in environmental governance is historically connected
to earlier self-consciously planetary critiques of the existing socio-capitalist orders. As we note in
our conclusion, by the 1980s the rise of the neoliberal formula of ‘sustainable development’ coincided
with a global language that superseded the political possibilities of this earlier era of specifically planet-
ary thinking. While this global language acknowledged the limits of purely inter-national interactions
in the face of environmental challenges, it eventually stymied the possibility of a radical questioning

10 Bernstein, The Compromise of Liberal Environmentalism, 15.
11 In what follows, we draw heavily upon the Maurice Strong Papers, Environmental Science and Public Policy Archive,

Harvard University (hereafter ESPP MFS001).
12 For an overview of existing literature see Clapp and Meckling, ’Business as a Global Actor’; Les Gasser and Nazli Choucri,

eds., The Business of Global Environmental Governance (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005); Kate Macdonald ‘Private
Sustainability Governance and Global Corporate Power’, in John Mikler and Karsten Ronit, eds., MNCs in Global
Politics (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2020), 97–115; John Mikler and Karsten Ronit, eds., MNCs in Global Politics
(Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2020).

13 For example: Frederic Hanusch, Claus Leggewie and Erik Meyer, Planetar denken: Ein Einstieg (Bielefeld: Transcript
Verlag, 2021); Michael Grubb, Planetary Economics: Energy, Climate Change and the Three Domains of Sustainable
Development (New York: Routledge, 2014); Loretta Lees, Hyun Bang Shin and Ernesto Lopez-Morales, Planetary
Gentrification (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2016); Susan S. Friedman, Planetary Modernisms: Provocations on Modernity
Across Time (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015).

14 Mary Kaldor and Sabine Selchow, ‘Planetary Politics: Reviving the Spirit of the Concept “Global Civil Society”’, in Michael
Hoelscher et al., eds., Charting Global Challenges: Civil Society, the Nonprofit Sector, and Culture (Berlin: Springer,
forthcoming).
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and rethinking of the international statist and capitalist order. Our focus here is not on adjudicating
this process, but recovering a moment of transition, of conceptual possibility and institutional experi-
mentation. In this way, we offer a different slant to Dispesh Chakrabarty’s history of the interconnec-
tions between globalisation and global warming. Chakrabarty argues the domain of the planetary (or
Earth-time and Earth-systems) became knowable to scientists due to the intensification of global cap-
italism. We show how pre-eminently global actors were implicated in both constructing and diluting
an earlier iteration of planetary thought in the context of the 1970s institutionalisation of environmen-
tal governance.15

The interplay between planetary and global framings of environmental governance provides the
framework for this history of the activities of personalities, institutions and business tackling environ-
mental questions. In the first section, we examine the nature of 1970s planetary thinking through the
writings of Ward, who was a critical member of Maurice Strong’s international networks, and herself
seconded into the organisation of the UNCHE, and business leaders, such as Peccei, who helped
define the UNCHE’s development agenda. We survey the ways in which, in this institutional context,
the cohorts of ‘business’ and ‘industry’, and the multinational corporations these classifications
increasingly represented, engaged these same intersections of environmental and economic concerns
by invitation and by design. Second, we examine how the UNCHE’s outcome, UNEP, led by Strong,
attempted to institutionalise the interplay between the planetary and the global in the form of the
UNEP Industry Programme, which brought together international business associations and MNCs
in seminars and workshops to develop environmental guidelines for industry. Returning to the origins
of international environmental governance manifest in the 1972 UNCHE in Stockholm and the activ-
ities of the UNEP in Nairobi, we argue, reveals a remarkable moment of transition, from the planetary
to the global, and from an idea of international institutions representing states to the rise of multi-
national ‘business’ as a crucial authority informing the launch of international approaches to environ-
mental governance. We conclude by considering some of the possible pathways from our depiction of
the 1970s to understanding the present.

A Planetary History

As historians reflect on the UNCHE’s fiftieth anniversary, the conference is increasingly cast as an
originary moment in the genealogy of international environmental governance. Eventually held in
June 1972, the UNCHE was first proposed by Sweden at a UN General Assembly four years earlier,
‘to encourage and to provide guidelines for action by Governments and international organizations . . .
to protect and improve the human environment and to remedy and prevent its impairment, by means
of international cooperation’.16 Its special mission was to enable developing countries ‘to forestall the
occurrence of such problems’.17

At this same moment, in the lead-up to Stockholm, the UN Secretary-General U Thant called for a
planetary imagination that could match ‘the realities of the present-day world’.18 Famously, the cir-
cumstances encouraging that reimagining were in part technological, not least the space race that
beamed back a vision of planet Earth as a precious blue marble hanging in an infinite space. This
same planetary imagining shaped the thinking of individuals involved in organising the UNCHE,
most prominently the English-born economist Barbara Ward, who was at the time the Albert
Schweitzer Professor of Economic Development at Columbia University. In Spaceship Earth, published

15 Dispesh Chakrabarty, The Climate of History in a Planetary Age (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2021).
16 ‘General Assembly resolution 2581 (XXVI)’, United Nations Conference on the Human Environment, UN. General

Assembly (24th sess: 1969), accessed https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/202662?ln=en#record-files-collapse-header.
17 See summary of relevant resolutions in UN General Assembly Resolution of the UN Conference on the Human

Environment, 1972, American Society of International Law, accessed http://www.jstor.org/stable/20690898.
18 Cited in Glenda Sluga, Internationalism in the Age of Nationalism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,

2013), 120.
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in 1966,19 Ward connected planetary imagery to questions about social justice and what she called
‘The Balance of Wealth’. The extremely well-connected Ward also used her networks to spread her
ideas, including by ghost-writing a well-known speech delivered by Adlai Stevenson II, US
Ambassador to the UN, in 1965 at UNESCO, in which he spoke confidently of a ‘world society’,
‘the planet earth and nature, along with man and his works upon the planet’. In the context of the
UNCHE, Ward’s reputation as someone who tackled the intersections of environmental and economic
issues made her the person the UN turned to help prepare for Stockholm. She was specifically tasked
with drafting Only One Earth that would provide ‘a conceptual framework for participants’ at the con-
ference, ‘and the general public as well’.20 What is significant for our purposes is the connection at this
point between this planetary language and a specific economic view, announcing the limits of the mar-
ket, the threat of permanent growth, and the importance of taxing externalities.21 Only One Earth
echoed her earlier planetary thinking, hinting already at the importance that innovative economic pol-
icies had in enabling a planetary imagination. Her favourite words were ‘planetary order’ and ‘planet-
ary interdependence’, concepts Ward believed captured the facts of a shared biosphere.22 Humankind
also shared what she variously called a ‘planetary society’, a ‘planetary community’ (or ‘ecumenopolis’)
and a ‘planetary economy’, in which no nations in the world were outside the network of trade and
investment.23 She ended by emphasising the importance of making ‘the planet . . . a centre of rational
loyalty for all mankind.’24 Indeed, mankind needed to learn ‘planetary modesty’ if ‘his human order is
to survive’.25

These planetary themes were also struck by the spokesperson for the NGO Forum at the Stockholm
meeting, the elderly anthropologist Margaret Mead, who was Strong and Ward’s friend. Mead’s
emphasis was on the danger posed to ‘our planet’ by ‘the way in which we use our technology, the
way we produce energy, the way in which we treat the land, exhaust the resources and abuse and
deprive half of the planet’s population. . . . Beside the picture of danger and the picture of injustice,
we must place a picture of what is now possible, as it has never been before, for man to become’.26

Planetary language and framings were as much on the mind of the businessman Aurelio Peccei,
one of the most influential voices at Stockholm. Peccei too emphasised the importance of planetary
thinking. Man had a responsibility as the ‘governor’ of ‘Spaceship Earth’ to prevent the overexploita-
tion of nature, ‘or what is left of it’. He even brokered that ‘individual initiative and profit must become
subordinate’. This was despite his long business career, working for Fiat and the Italian industrialist
Agnelli in pre-communist China and then Latin America, as Vice-President of Olivetti, and the over-
seer of a private development bank.27 In 1968, he had translated his business connections into the cre-
ation of the (still-surviving) think-tank the Club of Rome. Many members of the Club of Rome, which
gathered ‘some thirty European scientists, economists and industrialists . . . to discuss global pro-
blems’, were also involved in Peccei’s commercial entrepreneurship.28 However, it was Peccei’s role

19 Barbara Ward, Spaceship Earth (New York: Columbia University Press, 1966).
20 Barbara Ward and René Dubos, Only One Earth. The Care and Maintenance of a Small Planet (New York: W.W. Norton,

1972), 11.
21 See Glenda Sluga, ‘Capitalists and Climate’, Humanity, 6 Nov. 2017, http://humanityjournal.org/blog/capitalists-and-cli-

mate/.
22 Ward and Dubos, Only One Earth, 191–220.
23 Ibid., 28, 46–47, 88, 174, 189, 220.
24 Ibid., 252.
25 Ibid., 114.
26 First Meeting ‘Uncorrected Minutes’, at the Meeting on Tuesday 13 June 1972, E134 Organizations file, 1921–1979,

Margaret Mead Papers and South Pacific Ethnographic Archives, Library of Congress, Washington D.C. However,
Mead put more emphasis on accommodating national patriotism.

27 In 1965, backed by Fiat and other firms and banks, he had set up the private development bank ADELA in Latin America.
ADELA was conceived as a ‘truly multinational’ organisation – although its connections to US incursions in the
Dominican Republic drew the critical attention of observers of the ‘spectre’ of the multinational corporation; Robert
Golub and Joe Townsend, ‘Malthus, Multinationals and the Club of Rome’, Social Studies of Science, 7, 2 (1977), 201–22.

28 Golub and Townsend, ‘Malthus, Multinationals and the Club of Rome’, 203.
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in the conception and production of the study Limits to Growth,29 that earnt him Ward’s invitation of
an opening slot at the UNCHE’s ‘Who speaks for the Earth?’ lecture series.

Eventually, Limits to Growth came to define the Stockholm mantra more effectively than Ward’s
own Only One Earth. Strong would describe ‘The Limits to Growth idea’ as supporting ‘the whole con-
cept of Stockholm, that is, the growing need for man to acquire the economic and social and political
instruments to deal with new interdependencies.’30 Peccei’s motivations, like Ward’s, were
neo-Malthusian; they also continued the emphasis on the planet’s limited capacity to sustain growth,
and the limits of the market as a guide to environmental policy.31 Indeed, Peccei’s planetary thinking,
like that of Ward and Mead, is evidence of the complex conceptual context in which the UNCHE took
place. It is important to note, for all the variety of discourses, Stockholm discussions acknowledged the
earth’s fragility, and the 1972 conference briefly manifested a popular as well as scientific and govern-
mental engagement with these issues. It inspired economic solutions grounded in equity questions,
with an eye to social justice across the planet as well as within nation-states. Ward and Mead captured
this mood in their promotion of the Stockholm conference as the ‘starting point for a new sense of
planetary realism – beyond our narrow nationalisms, our divisive ideologies, our gulfs of wealth
and poverty’. Both Ward and Mead wanted this planetary realism to acknowledge that ‘all human
life, black, white, communist, capitalist, wealthy . . . depends for sheer survival on the health, fertility
and balance of the earth’s life support system, on the oceans, air, and climates, on the soils and har-
vests which we all have to share and which we can irretrievably damage. This is the ultimate rationale
for world cooperation’.32

Even as the planetary conclusions of Limits captured corporate imaginations like those of Peccei,
they elicited strong criticism from mainstream economists and corporations – including Robert
Solow in academic journals and oil giant Mobile in whole-page newspaper advertisements.33 In
1974, oilmen proceeded to create their own environmental body, the International Petroleum
Industry Environmental Conservation Association (IPIECA). The following year, oilman and real
estate developer George Michell sponsored a gathering of economists, experts, politicians, policy-
makers and business leaders, including Carl Madden, the chief economist for the US Chamber of
Commerce, and Sicco Mansholt, the former president of the European Common Market, to discuss
the findings of Limits. Mitchell offered a cash prize for the most promising research on transitioning
to a steady state economy.34

Against this background, it is no simple matter to dissect the influence Peccei exerted on the
UNCHE’s conceptual framing. On the one hand Peccei equally bemoaned the privileging of markets
over the environment and implied that the problem of sustainability and limits to growth was a prob-
lem of the Global South desiring the same prosperity as the Global North. On the other hand, he had a
close relationship with the UN Secretary General Kurt Waldheim, significant enough to arouse con-
sternation in the UN bureaucracy.35 At the same time, the UN as an institution was eager to attract the
support of business in this same period. Ward and Mead also understood ‘business’ as having critical
roles in achieving their environmental objectives.

29 Donella H. Meadows, Dennis L. Meadows, Jørgen Randers, and William W. Behrens III, Limits to Growth: A Report for
the Club of Rome’s Project on the Predicament of Mankind (New York: Universe Books, 1972).

30 Maurice Strong, interviewed in Willem Oltmans, On Growth (New York: Capricorn Books, 1974), 193.
31 Gunnar Myrdal, ‘Economics of an Improved Environment’, in Barbara Ward, ed., Who Speaks for Earth?: Seven Citizens

of the World on Major Issues of the Global Environment (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1973), 82. Aurelio Peccei,
‘Human Settlements’, in Who Speaks for Earth?, 166.

32 Barbara Ward-Robert McNamara, 11 Nov. 1970, The Columbia Conference on International Development in response to
the Pearson’s Commission’s Report Partners in Development, Robert S. McNamara Papers, Manuscript Division, Part I:
Correspondence, 1964–1996, Box I:18, Library of Congress, Washington D.C.

33 Robert Solow, ‘The Economics of Resources or the Resources of Economics’, American Economic Review, 64, 2 (1974),
1–14. On Mobile, see Macekura, Mismeasure of Progress, 115.

34 Ibid., 104.
35 See Sluga, ‘Capitalists and Climate’.
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Then there are the other strands of contemporary radical rethinking of modern conceptions of
human relations with the environment in play at that time. The language of ‘spaceship’ and ‘limits’,
found also in the work of Kenneth Boulding, were varieties of such rethinking.36 As geologists and
natural scientists reconceived the planet as an integrated system, a ‘biosphere’, social scientists pushed
hardline critiques of the ‘growth paradigm’ and resource use in mainstream economics.37 Paul Ehrlich
predicted a ticking ‘population bomb’ and Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen recast the foundations of eco-
nomics with the laws of entropy and thermodynamics.38 What is striking is that in the midst of this
broader individual and institutional context of the UNCHE, transnational businesses were curiously
present at international environmental governance forums since the very beginning of the 1970s,
and they had a say in how that governance was conceived and conducted. Here too, there were
other contexts that might have prepared the terrain for this input. For example, environmental issues
were being incorporated into business forums in national settings. The Second Clean Air Congress in
1970, comprising mostly UN, NATO and US representatives, was also attended by Standard Oil chair-
man John Kenneth Jamison and the director of a large American electronics engineering firm, TRW
Inc. In the early 1970s, the conservative US-based Hudson Institute held conferences across the United
States, Europe and Japan on the Futures of the Corporate Environment, which promoted ‘corporate
scenario planning’ to deal with uncertain technological, social, cultural and environmental ‘futures’.39

The Association for Education in International Business, a business think tank, debated the implica-
tions of Stockholm for multinational enterprises in their December 1972 meeting in Toronto.40 In the
immediate aftermath of Stockholm, Strong encouraged the Paris-based Centre for Education in
International Management, of which he was a board member, to develop a special programme that
would aid chief executives’ in thinking about how multinational companies should handle their envir-
onmental responsibilities.41 In 1976, the Conference Board, an American-based business and research
organisation, convened a symposium on ‘Environmental Protection’ to debate the mechanisms and
costs of environmental regulation. The following year, the Brookings Institute ran a conference in
Bellagio, Italy, on ‘New means of financing environmental and other international programmes’.42

These reflect only a smattering of examples evidenced in Strong’s papers alone. Elsewhere, there
were new institutions researching the intersection of business and environment: the International
Institute for Environment and Society (Berlin), the Centre international de recherche sur l’environne-
ment (Paris) and the Centre d’etudes Industrielles (Paris).43

It is not surprising that representatives from a range of implicitly transnational and explicitly multi-
national ‘business’ and ‘industry’ interests thought it important to participate and have a voice in a
process that would set an agenda for environmental issues that impacted them. What is surprising

36 For a contemporary overview of this thinking, see: Richard Clinton, ‘Ecodevelopment’, World Affairs, 140, 2 (Fall 1977),
111–26.

37 On the ‘growth paradigm’, see Matthias Schmelzer, The Hegemony of Growth: The OECD and the Making of the Growth
Paradigm (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016). For a summary of environmental ideas, see: Libby Robin, Paul
Warde and Sverker Sörlin, The Environment: A History of the Idea (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2018). On
the history of anti-growth or de-growth thinking, see: Stephen J. Macekura, The Mismeasure of Progress: Economic Growth
and Its Critics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2020).

38 Paul Ehrlich, The Population Bomb (New York: Ballantine Books, 1968); Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, The Entropy Law
and the Economic Process (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971). For a perspective on the intellectual conflicts
of some of these ideas, see, Paul Sabin, The Bet: Paul Ehrlich, Julian Simon, and Our Gamble Over Earth’s Future (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2013).

39 Strong was a member of the Corporate Environment Study’s Steering Group. See: Meeting of Steering Group, 4 Dec. 1970,
ESPP MFS001, 34/340. On the history of scenario planning, see: Jenny Andersson ‘Ghost in a Shell: The Scenario Tool
and the World Making of Royal Dutch Shell’, Business History Review, 94 (Winter 2020), 729–51.

40 Roger M. Troub, ‘The Stockholm Conference and Beyond: Its Implications for Multinational Enterprise’, paper presented
at annual meeting of the Association for Education in International Business, 29 Dec. 1972, ESPP MFS001, 30/330.

41 Strong to Friebourg, July 1973, ESPP MFS001, 21/215; Correspondence, ESPP MFS001 53/518.
42 Preparations for Brookings Institute Bellagio Meeting on ‘New Means of Financing Environmental and other

International Programs’, 26–29 Mar. 1977, ESPP MFS001, 50/481.
43 ‘International seminar on environmental management for industrialists’, Environmental Conservation, 1, 3 (1974), 200.
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is that their presence and influence, particularly in European settings, was neither uniform nor uni-
lateral. It involved a range of often competing, or at least multiple, motivations and interests, some
of which resonated with planetary thinking. In March 1972, business interests groups participating
in Stockholm identified with the Association of World Federalists met at St. George’s House
Windsor Castle to contemplate the UNCHE. There, the president of Business International Inc.
N.Y., the vice-director of Pharmaceutical Division Biological Research, CIBA-GEIGY, Ltd., Basel,
and the senior consultant to Royal Dutch/Shell Group of Companies on Environmental
Conservation, who was also a member of the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution, UK,
criticised the forthcoming UN conference for its ‘too modest’ approach given the ‘magnitude of the
rapidly accumulating problems of environmental degradation’.44

Just as business representatives were part of the delegations of some countries, international busi-
ness associations and federations were among the 700 accredited NGO observers partaking in the
UNCHE. This included the The International Chamber of Commerce [ICC] – a Paris headquartered
NGO that was omniscient in this early period of international environmental governance with heigh-
tened advisory status at the UN, more so than the European Economic Community at that time.45

Born of a movement that, in the early twentieth century, intentionally mirrored the League of
Nations, the ICC was an early ally of the Geneva school of neoliberals with ambitions to legally con-
stitute a global economy of free-flowing capital that transcended democratic nation-states.46 However,
in the 1970s, its leaders too echoed the kind of planetary concerns the UN movement had tabled. The
ICC set up its own special environmental committee at its annual meeting in Vienna in anticipation of
Stockholm. Adding to its observer status at the 1972 Conference, the ICC intended to extend the activ-
ities of its own environmental committee by serving as a conduit between international business, the
UN’s emerging environmental program and national governments.47 Prior to Stockholm, ICC execu-
tives arranged a meeting in Gothenberg at which they called for the urgent establishment of an official
link with the UN unit working on the environment. In February 1972, they co-sponsored business
leaders briefings in Paris and at UN Headquarters in May that same year. At both briefings, funded
by US companies such as American Metal Climax and Continental Can, Maurice Strong set forth the
central aims and likely consequences of the UNCHE.48

It was through the ICC that business had a voice in commenting on Ward’s first draft of Only One
Earth. The ICC led the UN to the views of the president of Imperial Oil (Canada), the chair of Bayer
(West Germany), the executives of Nippon Steel Corporation, Scandinavian Airlines System, Fiskeby
(the Swedish pulp and paper group), Shell Chemicals (London), Tata (New Delhi), and the Ford
Motor Corporation (Michigan). Most accepted the need for an antipollution mentality but wanted
it balanced with the need for economic growth. The LSE-trained researchers at Bombay-based Tata
Industries’ Department of Economics explored how ‘the preoccupation with economic growth at
any price with its emphasis on “full-employment” [had], if anything, aggravated rather than corrected
the ecological imbalances inherited from the previous century and a half of industrial development.’
Contrary to Shell, which wanted a critical analysis of ‘the real dilemma that we all face – whether eco-
nomic growth is compatible with improving the environment’, the Tata sociologists preferred an anti-
pollution mentality ‘without frustrating the legitimate demands of rapid economic growth.’ Even so,
they acknowledged forecasting based on GNP had to be reoriented ‘to an intelligent anticipation of

44 ‘Stockholm and beyond’, Attachment B, 6–9 Mar. 1972, E134 Organizations file, 1921–1979, Folder 4, Margaret Mead
Papers, The Library of Congress, Washington D.C.

45 On the history of the ICC, Thomas David and Pierre Eichenberger, ‘Business and Diplomacy in the Twentieth Century: a
Corporatist View’, Diplomatica, 2, 1 (2020), 48–56.

46 Quinn Slobodian, Globalists: The End of Empire and the Birth of Neoliberalism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2018), 34–7.

47 Glenda Sluga, working paper, ‘Climate and Capital: Barbara Ward, Margaret Mead and the 1972 UN Conference on the
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48 2 June 1972, YMCA Report, Margaret Mead Papers, E134 Organizations file, 1921–1979, Folder 5, Manuscript Division,
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“the chain and side effects” of this process.’49 What we learn from this evidence is that criticisms of the
text of Only One Earth had little impact on its final version, and that while industry multinationals
were the key businesses represented, and in some settings they went on the defensive. Preferring to
protect their industries, in others, at this stage at least, their own delegates might call for more ambi-
tious environmental targets, on planetary grounds.50 In the next section, we survey the ways in which,
after Stockholm, the cohorts of ‘business’ and ‘industry’, and the multinational corporations these clas-
sifications increasingly represented, engaged these same intersections of environmental and economic
concerns by invitation and by design.

From the Planetary to the Global

From the outset, the ambitions for international environmental governance were in tension with the
dominant ambition of international institutions, namely development. This reflected both the legacy
of the UN’s own historical raison d’etre and postcolonial priorities. As a result, by the late 1960s, con-
flicts had emerged between environmental growth critics and Third World intellectuals and govern-
ment officials, who while acknowledging environmental arguments, wished to promote poverty
reduction and industrialisation.51 These same tensions shaped the UNCHE, which was born of a
1969 resolution that required the accommodation of development. Indeed, countries such as Brazil
and India argued they would be unfairly hampered by any proposed international environmental pro-
tection schemes.52

In 1971, Strong pursued his mandate as Secretary-General of the UNCHE by attempting to recon-
cile developing nations’ rights to growth with aims of environmental protection, drawing in business.
He organised a Panel of Experts on Development and Environment in Founex, Switzerland, that
included economists, development bank officials and other national representatives. The group settled
on antipoverty as a key platform of the forthcoming conference. After Stockholm, UNEP. led by
Strong. funded a second gathering of Third World intellectuals and leaders at Cocoyoc, Mexico, at
the Symposium on Patterns of Resource Use, Environment and Development Strategies, dubbed
‘Founex II’, with the aim of reconciling environmental and development interests. Barbara Ward,
who Strong invited to chair the symposium, was lead author of the final Cocoyoc Declaration. The
document categorically defined development as not the Third World playing economic ‘catch up’
with the Global North but, rather, as consistent with the UN’s 1974 proclamation of a New
International Economic Order [NIEO], which prescribed resource sovereignty for postcolonial states
and regulation of multinationals (but not limits on growth). The aim of Founex II was an economic
self-reliance that balanced, as Ward wrote in her now-familiar terms, ‘the “inner limits” of basic
human needs and the “outer limits” of the planet’s physical resources’.53 While issuing support for
the NIEO claims of the ‘Third World’, Strong and the UNEP maintained the cooperation of the
rich North in investment-intense economic programmes, promoting market mechanisms as the
appropriate approach to environmental management.54

49 Comments from Consultants, 3 folders, Barbara Ward Jackson, Box 1, Columbia University Libraries Manuscript
Collections, New York.

50 Imperial Oil [Canada] Comments, office of its president, 24 Nov. 1971; p. 2 N.A. Iliff, C.B.E. London 19 Nov. 1971. Only
One Earth Comments, Barbara Ward Jackson, Box 1, D31(1079) 5M, Columbia University Libraries Manuscript
Collections, New York.

51 Macekura, The Mismeasure of Growth, 125–30.
52 Selcer, Origins, 229–31.
53 Barbara Ward, ‘The Cocoyoc Declaration’, International Organisation, 29, 3 (1975), 893–901.
54 Elsewhere, rival approaches to managing economic growth and environmental degradation were being developed, such as

the OECD’s ‘polluter pays principle’. This scheme, first articulated in 1972, was proposed as an alternative to the top-
down environmental protection regulation national governments had been imposing on business since the 1960s. It
aimed to internalise the environmental costs of production and minimise the government interventions that might distort
unencumbered growth: Iris Borowy, ‘Negotiating Environment: The Making of the OECD Environment Committee and
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Against this same background of shifting geopolitical and economic realities, and policy emphases,
Strong used UNEP’s so-called ‘Industry Programme’ to pursue a balance between environment and
development, North and South, markets and resource sovereignty. Nairobi-based UNEP was itself a
product of the Stockholm conference, a new international organisation intended to focus on the envir-
onment, and symbolically located at the centre of international development activities. Drawing on
Strong’s rich business networks, especially at the ICC, the new UNEP’s industry programme cultivated
a space of intersecting environmental and development practice. This project effectively began in
mid-1973, when Sir Duncan Oppenheim, chairman of the British National Committee of the ICC,
announced that a proposed joint ICC-UNEP International Centre for Industry and Environment
(ICIE) was to be established in Paris in the coming months, with a branch also at UNEP’s headquar-
ters.55 Oppenheimer slated the new centre as a ‘clearing house of information on environmental pro-
blems and a channel of communications for all the various private bodies concerned’. Later that year,
ICC chairman John Langley – also a board director of the tobacco giant, Imperial Group – arrived in
Nairobi on Strong’s invitation to establish the branch attached to UNEP. ‘We think businessmen are
constructive and responsible people’, Langley told journalists on his arrival. ‘If Mr Strong has a
problem on say, marine pollution, we can get all the relevant men together. Equally, if some over
enthusiastic environmentalist wants to introduce measures that might have adverse reaction, such
as massive unemployment, in developing countries, we can point that out’.56

Initially, it was planned that members of the ICIE – and the ICC-UNEP relationship more
generally – would comprise international business associations representing specific industries
worldwide as well as national bodies representing domestic business.57 This assumption reflected
the structure of mid-century international business. Between the Second World War and the 1970s,
national federations and international business associations, led by the ICC, and not multinational
corporations were the chief modes for organising capital. That is, organised capital was nationally
and internationally organised.58 The ICC’s Charles Dennison was appointed as a senior advisor to
UNEP to help identify relevant bodies, while Strong wrote personally to almost a dozen secretaries
of various international federations (all based in Europe), covering agribusiness, superphosphate,
chemicals, automobiles and manufacturing.59

Within three years, the ICIE had seventeen full members consisting of various international indus-
try federations, all headquartered in Europe or North America.60 Yet it also soon became clear that the
resurgent multinational corporations would need to be recognised in the programme. At the same
moment UNEP was established, the Bretton Woods international order of pegged exchange rates
and capital controls was coming undone, triggered by innovations in Eurobonds and offshore tax
havens. These circumstances encouraged the re-emergence of foreign investment and multinational
corporations. Large and integrated corporations were relocating their manufacturing operations to
developing economies while new service, consultancy, and finance multinationals emerged across
the Global North. A globalist economy of complex supply chains and capital flows was coming to chal-
lenge the mid-century world of managed national economies, and even national sovereignties.61
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Accordingly, when Strong asked the ICC to assemble the cooperation of six major industries – pulp and
paper, iron and steel, chemical and pharmaceuticals, automobiles, petroleum, and agriculture – that
UNEP might work with, it was predominantly multinational corporations rather than business
associations that were contacted. From the outset, there was a tension as to whether international
institutions or these resurgent multinational global actors were best suited to meeting the UNEP’s
planetary aims.

When Strong pitched the UNEP’s Industry Programme to the first UNEP Governing Council in
June 1973, he identified ‘the environmental problems of specific industries’ as one of five areas in
which the UNEP Secretariat were conducting preliminary work for the council’s consideration.62

He appointed his friend, Baron Leon de Rosen, who had headed up the French union of sugar man-
ufacturers, Syndicat National des Fabricants de Sucre, to lead the industry programme. In May 1974,
Rosen drew up the first terms of reference for the programme, which was instituted in 1975 as the
Industry and Environment Office and based in Paris, neighbouring both the OECD and ICC.63

Rosen set the office a wide scope of investigation, including not only ‘industry nuisances’, such as pol-
lution and noise, but labour, consumer relations, trade and development. He imagined the office
would investigate tensions between anti-inflation price control and environment investment costs,
the energy crisis and environmental issues, natural versus synthetic products and the international
division of work.64 In establishing such wide parameters, Rosen was perhaps overly conscious of
the concerns of some delegates to UNEP’s second Governing Council a month earlier, who, while
endorsing the consultations between UNEP and the ICC, stressed final decisions ‘lay with govern-
ments’ and consultations should be conducted ‘not only with industrial managers’, but unions and
employees organisations.65

The main activities of UNEP’s Industry Programme were a series of industry sector seminars. These
were conducted for the pulp and paper industry (Paris, March 1975), aluminium (Paris, October
1975), motor vehicles (Paris, December 1976), agriculture, (Rome, January 1977), petroleum (Paris,
March 1977), iron and steel (Geneva, October 1978) and chemicals industry (Geneva, May 1979).66

The seminars were evidently the product of the enthusiastic network Strong and others had been cul-
tivating since the early 1970s, including with the president of the World Bank, Robert MacNamara,
(another member of Ward’s close circle). Indeed, the first two seminars were held at the offices of
the World Bank in Paris, giving the program global importance. Participants at each seminar involved
delegates from national government departments and agencies; ministries of the nationalised indus-
tries in the USSR, Poland, East Germany; IGOs, including the OECD and ILO, other UN bodies, espe-
cially the UNECE and UNCTAD; and, of course, the business associations and firms coordinated by
the ICC’s ICIE. These actors were largely dominated by North American and European actors, but as

Ogle, ‘Archipelago Capitalism: Tax Havens, Offshore Money and the State, 1950s–1970s’, American Historical Review,
122, 5 (2017), 1431–58.

62 The five areas were: (1) the ‘outer limits’ to changes in the environment; (2) weather and climate modification; (3) envir-
onmental problems of specific industries; (4) ‘eco-development’; and (5) environmental law. UNEP, Report of the
Governing Council on the work of its first session, 12–22 June 1973 (New York: UN, 1973), para 14. See also: UNEP,
Action Plan for the Human Environment: Programme Development and priorities, report of the Executive Director,
UNEP/GC/5, 2 Apr. 1973; UNEP, Introductory Report of the Executive director, UNEP/GC/2, 10 May 1973.
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Table 1. Participating business actors at selected UNEP Industry Programme seminars, 1975–8

Year Industry Selected participating business associations and corporations

1975 Pulp and Paper • Asociacion Fabricantes de Papel
(Argentina)

• Papeteries de Belgique (Belgium)
• Canadian Pulp and Paper Association
(Canada)

• Ontario Paper Company (Canada)
• Pulpapel (Colombia)
• Aussedat-Rey (France)

• Central Association of Finnish Forest Industries
(Finland)

• Norwegian Pulp and Paper Association
(Norway)

• Regal Papers (India)
• Oji Paper (Japan)
• NZ Forest Products (New Zealand)
• Nigerian Paper Mill (Nigeria)
• Thames Board Mills (UK)
• American Paper institute (USA)

1975 Aluminium • Rio Tinto-Zinc Corporation (Australia)
• Alcan Australia (Australia)
• Aluminium Bahrain (Bahrain)
• Groupe Aluminium (Belgium)
• Alcan (Canada)
• Chinese Society of Metals (China)
• The Egyptian Aluminium Smelter (Egypt)
• Aluminium Pechiney (France)
• Bharat Aluminium (India)
• Nippon Light Metal (Japan)
• Chiba Factory (Japan)
• Aluminium of Korea (Korea)

• Smelting Granges Aluminium AB (Sweden)
• Swiss Aluminium (Switzerland)
• European Primary Aluminium Association
(Belgium)

• Alcoa (UK)
• International Primary Aluminium Institute (UK)
• Aluminium Company of America (USA)
• Kaiser Aluminium and Chemical Corporation
(USA)

• AMAX Inc (USA)
• Reynolds Metal Company (USA)
• Vereinigte Aluminium-Werke (West Germany)

1977 Petroleum • Sonatrach (Algeria)
• Petro-Canada (Canada)
• Union des Chambres Syndicales
(France)

• Elf Union (France)
• Total (France)
• Total SIPA (Italy)
• Burmah Oil Trading Ltd (UK)
• British Petroleum (UK)
• Mobil Oil Corporation (USA)

• Shell International (UK)
• American Petroleum Institute (USA)
• Exxon Corporation (USA)
• Standard Oil (USA)
• Sun Oil (USA)
• Phillips Petroleum Co. (USA)
• Continental Oil Company (USA)
• Esso (USA).
• International Petroleum Industry
Environmental Conservation Association

1978 Iron and Steel • BHP (Australia)
• Companhia Siderurgica National (Brazil)
• Chinese Society of Metals (China)
• General Organisation for
Industrialisation (Egypt)

• Iron and Steel Co. (Egypt)
• Al-Nassar Co. for Coke and Metals
(Egypt)

• Confederation of Finnish Industries
(Finland)

• Chambre Syndicale de la Siderurgie
Francaise (France)

• Hoesch AG (West Germany)
• Thyssen AG (West Germany)
• Dastur Engineering International (West
Germany)

• Ministry for Ore Mining, Metallurgy and
Potash (East Germany)

• Mecon (India)
• Steel Authority of India (India)
• Italsider S.p.A. (Italy)
• Italipianti s.p.A. (Italy)

• Kawasaki Steel Corporation (Japan)
• Sonasid (Morocco)
• Altos Hornos de Mexico S.A. (Mexico)
• Ministry of Metallurgy (Poland)
• Saudi Basic Industries Corp. (Saudi Arabia)
• Svenskt Stal AB (Sweden)
• British Steel Corporation (UK)
• Hawley Manufacturing Corporation (USA)
• National Steel Corporation (USA)
• Ministry of Iron and Steel Industry (USSR)
• Sidor (Venezuela)
• Arab Iron and Steel Union (Algeria)
• International Iron and Steel Institute (Belgium)
• International Metalworkers’ Federation
(Geneva)

• American Iron and Steel Institute (USA)
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is reflected in Table 1, they captured a smattering of firms from Australia, Asia, Africa and South
America. Representatives from the ICIE’s full members, including the German Industries
Federation, Netherlands Industries Federation, Confederation of British Industries and the
International Iron and Steel Institute, attended all seminars.

The aims of the seminars reflected UNEP’s overarching goals of mediating between environment
and development. As Rosen told the pulp and paper industry seminar, its programme was a ‘consulta-
tive process between UNEP and industry on problems of environment’, where environment was
understood not simply as pollution abatement, but the integration of human health and economic
and social effects. Rosen said the task of governments and producing companies was to discuss
how ‘the human environment can be improved and the earth’s resources used prudently, while per-
mitting industry to make its vital contribution to society and the economy with minimum cost and
disruption’.67 The general plan was for participants to find points of agreement on collective action
needed by national governments, and compile a set of recommendations which the UNEP
Executive Director would then submit to the annual Governing Council for adoption by individual
nations. At the same time, it was assumed the industry federations would take the agreed recommen-
dations back to local firms in their respective nations, seeding a grassroots process whereby board
members of local companies would submit recommendations to their own governments.68 It would
be a properly consultative, collaborative multi-directional process, with several points of buy-in for
affected parties. More strikingly, however, the seminars’ main participants and audience – individual
corporations and firms – had ambiguous roles in reporting, recommending, and implementing.

In practice, the nuts and bolts of the seminars were prosaic, aimed at information sharing.
Nonetheless for Strong, Rosen and others, this went to the heart of the Industry and Environment
Office’s mission. It soon became apparent the seminars were best suited to surveying different national
environmental regulations and their underlying rationales, and promoting environmental concerns
and priorities. Participants devised mechanisms for sharing non-proprietary technologies for pollution
abatement and control, along with analytic methods and management tools that evaluated the cost-
benefits of pollution control. The seminars also provided a basis for working with agencies such as
the International Standards Organisation to develop monitoring goals. The UNEP’s Governing
Council was impressed with the potential of this information sharing, which cut through
North-South divides. The Governing Council requested that the Industry and Environment Office
produce standardised guidelines for the use of governments and industries to minimise adverse envir-
onmental effects – including public health effects – of major industries.69 Further consultative com-
mittees followed each seminar, which in turn produced overviews, technical reviews, manuals, and
guidelines for industry-specific environmental management.70 By the late 1970s, the Industry and
Environment Office had established computer data bases containing bibliographic references and
technological standards to enhance information transfer.71

The industrial seminars therefore reflected the general logic of UNEP’s programme of environmen-
tal assessment, management, and support measures.72 For Strong, this logic had been refined to a sin-
gle concept: ‘ecodevelopment’. The intellectual history of this term remains shadowy, partly because
unlike its successor, ‘sustainable development’, its ambiguities were ultimately obfuscating rather

67 UNEP, Environmental Aspects of the Pulp and Paper Industry, 2.
68 Ibid.
69 UNEP, Report of the Governing Council of the work of its seventh session, 18 Apr.–4 May 1979 (New York: UN, 1979),

UNEP/GC.7/19, Decision 7/3 and UNEP/GC.7/7, para. 119.
70 For an early example and discussion of this process, see: UNEP, Environmental Guidelines for Pulp and Paper Industry: A

Technical Review. UNEP Environmental Management Guidelines No. 4 (Paris: UNEP, 1977).
71 Linda Rinaldi, ‘First World Industry Conference on Environmental Management: A Giant Step toward Environmental

Excellence’, Temple International and Comparative Law Journal, 1, 1 (1985), 13
72 John McCormick, Reclaiming Paradise: The Global Environment Movement (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,

1991), ch 6.
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than unifying.73 But in the early 1970s, ‘ecodevelopment’ served for Strong and others as a variation
on planetary thinking – consistent with Ward’s ‘spaceship’ or the Club of Rome’s ‘limits’. Strong had
first coined the term in a report to the UNEP General Council in 1973 as one of five areas of inves-
tigation. Here, ecodevelopment was intended to designate the specific legal and labour problems faced
by rural as opposed to industrial societies. Strong’s colleague, the Polish-born French economist
Ignacy Sachs, extrapolated the concept into a more capacious category that captured the UNCHE’s
essential finding (at least in Sach’s opinion): ‘that far from being antithetical, socioeconomic develop-
ment and environment are but two different facets of the same concept’. Ecodevelopment, said Sachs,
was about the ‘rational management of resources in order to enhance the global habitat of man’. It
‘implied’ a ‘special technological style’ – or ‘ecotechniques’ – and a ‘pattern of social organisation
and a new education system . . . In short, a style of development’.74 A few years later, Sachs elevated
the concept to a general theory of development resting on three pillars – self-reliance, needs-oriented
production harmonising development with environment, using emerging technologies to provide
solutions – and addressing the key questions of participation, education, organisation, access, urban
planning.75

Such framing was clearly vague, but useful for the UNEP’s early projects. It departed from both the
inhibitive neo-Malthusian and anti-growth rhetoric of some planetary thinking, and the anti-market
rhetoric of the NIEO. Ecodevelopment was also some distance from inferring that market mechanisms
were the most appropriate option for achieving environmental protection, as the OECD was beginning
to promote, and which ‘sustainable development’ would eventually codify. Rather, consistent with
Ward’s ideas of inner and outer limits, ecodevelopment proposed economic growth within recognised
environmental constraints. For Strong, the industry seminars practised this thinking. As he told steel
and iron producers, the seminars were intended not to discover ‘general cures’ – each nation’s envir-
onmental, raw material, labour and regulation circumstances were too different to achieve ‘absolute
standards’ – but were an interface for mediating the tensions in the contrasting goals and responsibil-
ities of government and industry in different parts of the world. Where governments, Strong said, were
concerned primarily with human health, industry had the goal of economic growth as its principal
responsibility. In both respects, ‘environment’ was no longer a ‘add-on and add-in stage’, but central
to both human health and economic growth.76

Overall, the seminars were characterised by two features that reflected shifting attempts to reconcile
environment and development, planetary and global concerns. First, they situated each industry as
pushing at different points in the Earth’s ‘outer limits’ and determined ways this might be diminished.
Paper manufacturers worked through issues of water consumption, the effluent discharge of toxic pro-
ducts and the emission of air pollutant chemicals. Aluminium producers were concerned with fluor-
ides, hydrocarbons, and the solid waste disposal of bauxite residues from the production of
aluminium, as well as the difficulties of recycling aluminium products and lower energy techniques.
Agriculturalists discussed residue utilisation strategies of the by-products from commodity production.
Petroleum producers focused on the issues that arose with the sequence of extraction, transportation,
and refining. Automobile makers dealt with air pollution. Rather than calculating a given industry’s
carbon emissions or greenhouse effects – nascent concepts at this time – the activities of industry
were grounded in their observable impacts on their immediate ‘environment’.

73 Stephen Macekura, Off Limits and Growth, 223–6; Bernstein, The Compromise of Liberal Environmentalism, 57–58, 144–
45, 191–6.

74 Ignacy Sachs, ‘Ecodevelopment – A new strategy for the rural areas of the third world’, Press Release, UNEP/7, 18 Dec.,
ESPP MFS001, 37/369. See also, Ignacy Sachs, Environment and Development – A New Rationale for Domestic Policy
Formulation and International Cooperation Strategies (Ottawa: Canadian International Development Agency and
Environment Canada, 1977).

75 Ignacy Sachs, ‘Eco-development: Meeting Human Needs’, India International Centre Quarterly, 4, 4 (1977), 337–50.
76 UNEP, Aluminium Industry and the Environment, Seminar Paper and Documents (Paris: UNEP Office of the Industry
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The second feature of the seminars was the the UNEP’s treatment of business. The consultative
approach of the Industry Programme, which encouraged industry to design their own guidelines, con-
trasted significantly with the command-and-control environmental regulations nation-states were
imposing on local industry. It also differed from the disciplinary approaches of intergovernmental
organisations – including other UN agencies – to multinational corporations in the early 1970s.
For many intergovernmental bodies, the floating of the dollar, a series of corporate bribery scandals,
the oil crisis and self-determination of the Global South raised questions about how resurgent multi-
national corporations should be regulated in the international community. The most strident response
was the NIEO’s calls for resource sovereignty and restrictions on the activities of multinational cor-
porations.77 More moderately, in 1974, on the recommendations of Agnelli no less, the UN established
a Centre on Trade and Corporation (UNCTC) that, over the next two decades, would attempt to have
multinationals subscribe to a global code of conduct.78 At the same time, the ICC, OECD and ILO all
developed guidelines for multinational conduct too.79

While promoting business engagement on environmental protection broadly, the UNEP’s own
relationship with MNCs, specifically, was not so straightforward. As noted, the Industry
Programme’s approach was underpinned by Rosen’s tactic of engaging national and international
business associations, especially through the ICIE. The ICIE liaised between international industry
and intergovernmental organisations for the UNEP’s consultative groups on the International
Register of Potentially Toxic Chemicals and the Convention for the Protection of the
Mediterranean Sea Against Pollution – two of UNEP’s major achievements in the 1970s.80 The
UNEP Governing Council delegates from both North and South approved the ‘consultative process
on environmental aspects of specific industries’ and suggested the seminars be extended to South
Asia, which the UNEP delivered in Thailand in December 1979.81 Meanwhile, with UNEP support,
the ICC led an East-West conference on the cost-benefits of environmental protection in Moscow
in 1980.82 In this setting, however, the designated role and agency of individual corporations remained
more circumspect, dependent on the coordination of business associations that held sway in the
expanding domains of international environmental governance. This ambiguity in calibrating the
multinational corporation with planetary thinking provides perhaps one explanation for the eventual
triumph of a global paradigm.

Towards a Conclusion

In 1992, Susan Strange observed in International Affairs that multinational corporations were assum-
ing the role of ‘firm diplomacy’, or ‘firm diplomats’. While transnational business engagement in
world politics was nothing new, and merchants, bankers and business leaders had organised and
represented their interests on a global stage for centuries, the mature multinational corporation was
beginning to represent a different kind of force in world-making, one that could perhaps even chal-
lenge nation-state sovereignty.83 Though Strange did not refer to it, she might well have been talking

77 On the complex relationship between the NIEO and multinational corporations, see: Vanessa Ogle, ‘State Rights against
Private Capital: The ‘New International Economic Order’ and the Struggle over Aid, Trade, and Foreign Investment,
1962–1981’, Humanity: An International Journal of Human Rights, 5, 2 (2014), 211–34.

78 Khalil Hamdani and Lorraine Ruffing, United Nations Centre on Transnational Corporations: Corporate Conduct and the
Public Interest (New York: Routledge, 2015); Tagi Sagafi-nejad, UN and Transnational Corporations: From Code of
Conduct to Global Compact (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008).

79 For example, Norbert Horn, ‘International Rules for Multinational Enterprises: The ICC, OECD, and ILO Initiatives’,
American University Law Review, 30, 4 (Summer 1981), 923–40.

80 ICIE Objectives, Structure and Program, Aug. 1976, ESPP MFS001, 69/669.
81 See: UNEP, Proceedings of the UNEP/ESCAP/FAOWorkshop on Agricultural and Agro-industrial Residue Utilization in the

Asian and Pacific Region, Pattaya, Thailand, 10–14 Dec. 1979 (Paris: UNP Industry Programme, 1984).
82 UNEP, Report of Seventh Meeting of Governing Council, para 242, para 246; UNEP, Report of Eight Meeting of UNEP

Governing Council, 16–29 Apr. (New York: UN, 1980), para 320.
83 Susan Strange, ‘States, Firms and Diplomacy’, International Affairs, 68, 1 (1992), 1–15.
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about events at the Rio Earth Summit that year. Among much else, Rio 1992 has become synonymous
with the new alliance between corporates and government on environmental action, and a high water-
mark in the international governance of climate change. For some, it achieved the necessary ‘liberal
compromise’ to engage big business in environmental action. For others, it marked the beginning
of a subordination of environmental concerns – and what we have defined as existing planetary think-
ing – to the imperatives of corporate globalism. Indeed, the perspective we have been sketching in this
article poses a different set of questions about a longer history and alternative alignments of corporate
and environmental governance.

By the 1990s, the global had superseded planetary thinking, all but eradicating the legitimacy of
alternative economic scenarios of environmental governance, particularly no-growth and anti-market
stipulations. Our aim in this article has been to develop a perspective that questions not only the inev-
itability of this outcome, but also to demonstrate that key actors in the history of environmental gov-
ernance attempted to do more than deliberate or prosecute an either/or choice between markets or
no-growth in managing the interlinked challenges of environmentalism, economic development
and poverty eradication. By re-assessing the moment around the 1972 UNCHE in Stockholm, as pre-
served in Strong’s papers, in terms of the interplay between ‘planetary’ and ‘global’, we have begun to
excavate a moment of considerable conceptual and institutional experimentation that attempted to
transcend the existing international reality to meet these challenges. A key discovery of this
re-evaluation of the 1970s has been to highlight the prominence of business and corporate actors
from the outset of the environmental movement. As we have demonstrated, globally-minded business
actors (together with economists) were influential in contributing to the first era of planetary
thinking – including ideas of Spaceship Earth, the Limits to Earth, Only One Earth, or ecodevelopment
– and participating in new institutional frameworks, such as the UNEP Industry Programme.

According to Bernstein, concepts such as ecodevelopment failed to gain traction because they were
difficult to translate into concrete measures, while their emphasis on self-sufficiency could not square
the global political economy of North-South conflicts. Sustainable development, by contrast, was cap-
acious and malleable enough to capture the imagination of environmentalists, planners, industrialists,
and governments, and to equally accommodate market and environmental concerns. Our argument
emphasises that personalities and institutions mattered as much as norms. The ambiguity of
Ward’s thinking and agency, the Club of Rome and the UNEP Industry Programme in their various
projects to accommodate resurgent multinational corporations suggests a clear weak spot in the
UNCHE moment. Crucially, the 1970s were an era of new forms of globalist business association –
the European Management Forum (now World Economic Forum) from 1971; the Business
Roundtable from 1972 – which challenged the established pattern of twentieth-century international
business associations, including the ICC. From this perspective, a successful interplay of the planetary
and global meant more than reconciling environment and development, or even North and South, as
had absorbed Ward and Strong during the early 1970s.

Importantly, we show that the complicating factor in this moment was re-emergent MNCs. These
corporate actors, which today are central to contemporary thinking about environmental governance,
were only returning to global prominence from the late 1960s as the strictures of the post-war Bretton
Woods order came undone. Corporations were central contributors to a language of planetary envir-
onmentalism, and then the UNEP Industry Programme where seminars and their outcomes focused
on meeting industry-specific challenges to be regulated at a national scale, as approved by the UN
Governing Council. For UNEP, national and international business associations, rather than MNCs,
were treated as the natural leaders of industry. As the various efforts at this time to regulate resurgent
MNCs – by the UNCTC, the OECD and others – along inter-national lines indicated, the distinctive
nature of late-twentieth-century MNCs and the globalist logic they reproduced was not yet fully com-
prehended. The UNEP Industry Programme was no different, and by the 1980s there was a shift to
alternative frameworks to accommodate these actors. The key sites of these developments were not
by accident European, but the domain of action and thought was significantly trans-regional as
much as transnational, a characteristic which came to define the period, and which complicates the
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writing of both economic and environmental histories.84 Today we see again an interplay of planetary
and global which might hold the chance of exploring the planetary path already imagined in the 1970s.

Our lens has resolutely been one of capitalist connections to environmental and climate issues via
the United Nations. Focus on other institutions and individuals may take the story of planetary and
global thinking in other directions. The well-known conceptual history of ‘sustainable development’
suggests there are further threads that need tracing back into the 1970s and to the actors and institu-
tions we have been discussing. Sustainable development had its first formal expression in the
UN-commissioned Brundtland report, Our Common Future (1987). However, the idea had already
been toyed with at the Economics and Environment conference in 1984 hosted by the OECD,
which began developing a market-based approach to environmental protection in the early 1970s.
As we have seen, at the Club of Rome, Peccei invoked the failure of markets and money to guide envir-
onmental policy, but also preferred to talk about ‘limits of growth’ rather than ‘no-growth’. By the time
UNEP hosted its World Industry and Environment Management conference in 1984, it, too, was pro-
moting the language of ‘sustainable development’ and embracing global markets as a solution to envir-
onmental protection. The threads between Stockholm and Rio, through the organisation of
Europe-based seminars and societies, and the transition from planetary to global thinking – and
more importantly, the space and interplay between them – are complex and replete with alternative
possibilities. Business agency and influence took multiple forms, but notably, it was sought out by
the UN, and through individual transnational business actors extended across the problem of devel-
opment. It rendered the international governance of the environment an integral part of the global
history of capitalism, with its privileging of markets, reconfiguring the international, planetary and
global as more simply, and reductively, globalisation.
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