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Scarborough College of the University of
Toronto played host to a very special event in
mid-Juanuary. An exceptionally keen group of
students. known as Scarborough College
Student Pugwash, hosted 60 others from
Waterloo. Carleton, Trent.Ericdale, Western
and Guelph for a conference on Population
and Development issues. What made the con-
ference even more special was its status as the
first step for Canadian university students on
the “road to Brazil.”

What is the “road to Brazil?”

In June of 1992. An estimated 5.000 dele-
gates and government leaders from nations
around the world will meet in Brazil. ostensi-
bly to make decisions that will affect the
future of the planet. Issues range from ozone
protection and deforestation to the increasing
gaps between rich and poor and the world-
wide decline in “*quality of life™. This event.
whose preparatory process is already well
underway, has been tagged *“‘the United
Nations Conference on Enviroment and
Development™, or “UNCED™ (pronounced
“unsaid™).

It is hoped that UNCED won't be simply
another forum for the rhetoric of middle-
aged. overwieght diplomats. But it's going to
take some work. If the conference and the
preparations leading up to it are successful.
the nations of the world will have the oppor-
tunity to make binding commitments on issues
of both environmental protection and human
equity.

Preparatory meetings for UNCED have
stressed the inclusion of non-governmental
groups (NGO’s) in the conference und the
events leading up to it, which may be a more
important source of optimism for those of us
who have become cynical about the possibili-
ties for intergovernmental action and/or
cooperation.

Interestingly, Canada has been the leading
nation pushing for both youth and NGO par-
ticipation. Groups who will have their voices
heard in the UNCED process include busi-
ness and industry, trade unions, scientific
institutions, women's organizations, religious
groups, indigenous peoples’ organizations,
and youth groups.

Mario Lavoie. a 24-year-old graduate of
the International Development Studies Pro-
gram of Scarborough. is one of the optimists.

“What is really exciting is the involvement
of external groups.” confirms Lavoie, who is
currently employed by the Canadian Youth
Foundaton in Ottawa. His job is to organize
Canadian youth to have their voices heard on
the road to Brazil.

Lavoie was at the Pugwash Population and
Development Conference to explain the idea
behind the UNCED and the process that will
lead up to it. In his talk he addressed the all-
important question: “Why youth?"

“Because the world of tomorrow is our
world.™ Lavoie said, **we have an interest in
affecting the decisions made at the UNCED.
We have a stake in seeing that the world £0es
in the right direction. We all know tha major
changes have to happen. and the more we

postpone these decisions, the more difficult it
will be tomorrow.™

Lavoic. while “*officially" working for
CYFE. is the principul spokesperson for the
Youth Working Group on Environment and

Development, a group of Canadian university

students who have

been charged with,
and received inter-
national support
for. the daunting
mission of or-
ganizing the
vouth of the
chi e
world tor
t h
UN -
CED.

The
Work-
R
Group.
whose
elforts
were res

cently recog-

nized in. the
Ministry of the
Enviroment's in-
famous **Green
Plan™. have an inter-
esting history. They

originally met in March

ol 1990 at an enviroment and devlopment
conference sponsored by the CYF in Mont-
real. Six members from that group attended a
sccond event in Bergen. Norway. There they
found that no other nation had given any
serious consideration to organizing youth for
the UNCED. Jumping in with both feet. the
group made a public commitment for Cana-
dian youth to arrange an international Youth
Conference to be held before Brazil. They
were backed up on this commitment by
UNEP. the United Nations Environment
Program.

Back in Canada. the six delegates joined
with six more from the earlier conference to
form the Working Group, known more affec-
tionately as *‘the Youth Conspiracy.” Their
stated objective is to empower youth, in Can-
ada and internationally, to become involved
in enviroment and development issues,

This is where Student Pugwash comes in.
The working group has connected with a
number of already existing vouth organiza-
tions. including the Enviromental Youth
Alliance (EYA), the SAVE Tour (Students
for A Viable Enviroment), and Canadian
Student Pugwash, whose Global Change
Conference Program began with the Scarbo-
rough Conference.

Canadian Student Pugwash is a national
organization consisting of Pugwash clubs at
campuses across Canada. CSP’s function, like
Pugwash groups around the world. is to
promote the balanced discussion of issues
relating to technology and society. The name
“Pugwash™ comes from a fishing village in
Nova Scotia where Albert Einstein and Ber-

.

trand Russell called for a meeting of the
world’s leading scientists in 1967, They were
concerned then with the threat of nuclear
war. Now. our reliance on technology with-
out regard for its effects has brought us a
bigger problem. CSP’s current project, the
Global Change Con-
gerence Program., is
made up of four
regional conferen-
ces, cuach focused
on one of the
four areas of
“global

change™: pop

ulation,
energy
use,
ch
mate
chan
e,
and
loss of bi
odiversity.

How does
this connect
with the
UNCED?
Pugwash will be
holding a national
conference this com-
ing March. That event
will take the ideas and
proposals that student delegates from the
regional confrences have come up with and
synthesize them into a Canadian university
student presentation to the UNCED. The
presentation, in the form of a *postition
paper™.will also be submitted to the national
and mternational youth conferences leading
up to it. This is the next step on the *road to
Bruzil™

Lavoie describes a “funnelling™ process
whereby youth from various sectors — uni-
versity, high school, native communitics.
working youth — will participate in “training
and empowerment™ workshops across the
country this coming June and July

From there, delegates will participate in a
national conference in August, where they
will draw up a Canadian youth “postition
paper™ on enviroment and development.

Finally, youth from around the world will
be invited to attend an international confer-
ence in Costa Rica in March of 1992, There.,
250 delegates will prepare a world youth
statement on environment and development
issues to present to the leaders of the United
Nations.,

IU's a lot to deal with. And it's casy to get
the impression that, by the time it gets
through, any message Canadian university
students might have will be so diluted it
won't make any difference to anybody. But
experience has shown that, far from breaking
down ideas, the cumulative process builds
them up. Ideas get shared, they grow, and
when people from all over the world get
together, their ideas become less myopic and
more practical. We realize that this is not Just
one world, as we are led to believe,

Lavoie suggests one very important quality
that youth often have that is usually lost
among the diplomats who usually negotiate
these things. That quality is idealism.

Idealism can be very important in negotia-
tions, says Lavoie.

“It can be a disadvantage as well as an
advantage,” Lavoie admits. “Sometimes we
lack the technical expertise to negotiate on
the same level as more experienced people.
But we can create a perspective. We can issue
a moral challenge to them. We can remind
them of the relevance of their decisions for
future generations.”

Lavoie expects there to be 20-25 youths at
the Brazil conference itself. He admits it's
gamble. But he is optimistic that there is
power in the idealism and enthusiasm of
youth. Enough power to pressure the
governments of all nations to move toward
the positions suggested by vouth and away
from traditional bargaining positions.

He relates a story of a I7-year-old girl who
was in attendance at a recent European Con-
ference where the world’s leaders were deter-
mining the future of CFCs. In the middle of
the conference, she stood up and voiced her
concern over the delegates” constant bicker-
ing and the steady flow of short-term solu-
tions being prposed. “My future is within
vour brackets.” she said. “*Brackets.™ notes
Lavoic. “*contain those parts of a resolution
that are considered contentious by the
negotiators.

“That had an effect.” Lavoie said. *The
delegates approached the rest of the confer-
ence in a different mood.™

Lavoie encourages interested students to
getinvolved in the process now by participat-
ing in groups such as Pugwash, or by contact-
ing the Youth Foundation in Ottawa.

He gestures at the large television set in the
Scarborough residence center where dozens
of students have been gathered all weekend.
watching reports from the Gulf,

“The resources being wasted there are
incredible.” he remarks with a shake of his
head. *“The amount they spend in one day
could pay for worldwide enviromental
programs.™

Canadians, as a wealthy people, are
allowed the luxury of contemplating such
things as the Gulf war and enviromental
deterioration as much as we like. And it's
casy to moralize about others when you're
not going hungry yourself. For most of the
world, enviromental concerns are a distant
second priority list to simple survival. Cana-
dian university students, as one of the tiny
percentage of the world that is both wealthy
and educated, have a clear moral responsibil-
ity to the rest of the world. Now., we have a
practical one as well, to the youth, world-
wide, who will inherit the enviromental prob-
lems begining to brew among us.

The message of the Gulf war is clear. The
more we postpone our decisions the more dif-
ficult it will be tomorrow. For info on how to
get involved call Canadian Student Pugwish:
(613) 234-3622 or the Canadian Youth Foun-
dation (613) 761-9206.
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