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1.  Presentation of the research project 
The Mountlennium project analyzed regional mountain initiatives with the aim of assessing their contribution to 
the achievement of two Millennium Development Goals (MDGs): MDG 7A (integration of sustainable 
development principles in national policies) and MDG 7B (reduction of biodiversity loss). Whereas progress 
towards meeting the MDGs has mostly focused on the policies and practices of countries and intergovernmental 
organizations of the UN system, the Mountlennium project focused on the regional level in order to consider its 
potential role in policy diffusion. The project has thus sought to contribute to understanding the general and 
multifaceted context of decentralization and regionalization. 

Mountain regions have been recognized as critical human-environment systems on the world’s environmental 
agenda. They also represent an important empirical domain at the interface of rescaling and governance. 
Implementing sustainable development strategies through regional initiatives entails processes of rescaling, 
which impacts governance, collective action, and identity formation. This is particularly relevant for sustainable 
development strategies, for which mountains have been identified as laboratories for implementation. The 
combination of the two objectives of biodiversity conservation and sustainability has become the predominant 
frame for initiatives in mountain areas around the world. As a result, focusing our research on MDGs 7A 
and 7B has maximized the visibility and, hence, traceability of policy diffusion; permitted us 
to shed light on variation in the ways sustainable development and biodiversity conservation 
are adopted and adapted in different mountain initiatives; and enabled us to assess the 
potential for future diffusion and contributions to MDG implementation. In this context, mountain 
ranges are not simply conceived as biophysical realities but also as social constructions that serve the agendas of 
diverse stakeholders. 

The Mountlennium project approached the worldwide spread of mountain governance – and its potential for 
diffusing MDG goals – from an interdisciplinary view of the politics of scale involved in creating and diffusing 
governance arrangements and processes. The project has shed light on two processes of diffusion – diffusion of 
regional mountain governance and diffusion of tools and practices through regional governance architectures – 
and the implications of their interplay for the achievement of MDGs 7A and 7B. Three analytical dimensions of 
diffusion are distinguished. First, cognitive-cultural diffusion concerns the ways in which various actors frame 
mountain regions and identities, as well as their challenges and opportunities, and how these frames resonate 
with a potential adopter region. Second, institutional diffusion refers to the configuration of actors and the 
alignment of frames and scales they agreed or disagree on. Third, policy diffusion focuses on the dissemination 
and aggregation of goals, objectives, programs, and projects that give shape to political action. 

In order to assess the potential of MDG diffusion through regional initiatives, the Mountlennium project 
analyzed five mountainous areas where regional governance initiatives have been launched: 

• European Alps 
• South-Eastern European Mountains (also referred to as the Balkans ) 
• Carpathians 
• Caucasus 
• Central Asia 

The five case studies are analyzed as linked empirical domains in order to assess the institutional diffusion of a 
mountain governance “model” inspired by the Alpine Convention in terms of sustainable development. The 
Alpine Convention (signed in 1991) was the first international agreement aimed at ensuring the sustainable 
development of a mountain region and thereby launched the worldwide movement for regional mountain 
governance. In turn, the five mountain governance initiatives are compared on the basis of how MDGs 7A and 
7B resonate with prevailing provisions so as to ascertain regionalization’s potential for mainstreaming 
sustainable development principles and reducing biodiversity loss. Although the research project focused on 
MDGs 7A and 7B, it has not overlooked other MDGs with implications for biodiversity conservation and 
sustainable development, especially MDG 1 (eradicate extreme poverty and hunger). The project examined the 
features of regional mountain initiatives that facilitate or hinder the diffusion of international norms, MDGs 7A 
and 7B in our case. Furthermore, it explored how mountain governance initiatives have stimulated collective 
action for sustainable development and biodiversity conservation. 
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The interdisciplinary value-added stems from the unique combination of perspectives on regionalization and 
policy diffusion in geography and political science. Whereas geographers have long shown a keen interest in the 
‘region’ as a construct and logic for action, they have only recently started to concern themselves with 
governance issues in a comparative perspective. Political scientists, by contrast, have a rich history of studying 
policy diffusion and convergence, but have focused their comparative analysis on the cross-national and cross-
subnational levels, at the expense of transboundary regions. By twinning the two disciplines’ strengths with the 
policy-oriented subject of diffusing MDGs through regional governance architectures, the Mountlennium project 
aimed at generating valuable insights both for academics and practitioners. Since discussions to promote regional 
governance architectures currently unfold in various mountain ranges throughout the world, the research was 
expected to provide timely results in support of such initiatives. 

2.  MDGs & Mountains 

2.1  Introduction to MDGs 
In September 2000 the United Nations (UN) convened the Millennium Summit to address the key challenges of 
the twenty-first century. The debates rapidly focused on actions needed to improve the living conditions of the 
world’s poor. This willingness to act upon key identified challenges was expressed through the United Nations 
Millennium Declaration endorsed by the 191 UN member states. The eight time-bound targets they set became 
known as the Millennium Development Goals. 

Among these eight goals, one is devoted to “ensure environmental sustainability” – MDG 7. Even though each 
MDG has been considered separately, the Millennium Framework stresses their interdependence. The MDG 7 is 
notably considered as a prerequisite to achieve the other MDGs, or as it is stated in a report by the United 
Nations Development Group (UNDG) as “an integral component for the achievement of all other Millennium 
Development Goals” (UNDG, 2010, p. 222). Furthermore, the UNDG report stresses that “[a]s well as being a 
goal in its own right, improving environmental sustainability also makes a critical contribution to the 
achievement of the other goals” (UNDG, 2010, p.220). For biodiversity, the report states: “Billions of people, 
including many of the poorest, rely directly on biodiversity for their livelihoods and well-being, and losing 
biodiversity will hamper efforts to meet other MDGs especially with regard to poverty, hunger and health, and 
will increase vulnerability and reduce the options for the poor” (UNDG, 2010, p. 224). 

The MDG 7 consists of the following four targets: 

7.A: Integrate the principles of sustainable development into country policies and programmes and reverse 
the loss of environmental resources; 

7.B: Reduce biodiversity loss, achieving, by 2010, a significant reduction in the rate of loss; 

7.C: Halve, by 2015, the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic 
sanitation; 

7.D: By 2020, to have achieved a significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers. 

The Mountlennium project focuses on targets 7A and 7B. 

Seven indicators were identified to provide a basis for monitoring progress towards target 7 (UNDG 2010). 

7.1 Proportion of land area covered by forest; 

7.2 CO2 emissions, total, per capita and per $1 GDP (PPP); 

7.3 Consumption of ozone-depleting substances; 

7.4 Proportion of fish stocks within safe biological limits; 

7.5 Proportion of total water resources used; 

7.6 Proportion of terrestrial and marine areas protected; 

7.7 Proportion of species threatened with extinction. 
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Reviews of progress have suggested that the international community failed to reach the target 7B by 2010, as 
initially planned (Gilbert, 2009; Walpole et al., 2009). At the 10th Conference of the Parties of the Convention on 
Biological Biodiversity, held in October 2010 in Nagoya, Japan, the Strategic Plan for Biodiversity was revised 
and new targets defined (Aichi Biodiversity Targets). This new framework, which applies to the entire UN 
system, extends from 2011 to 2020. The Aichi targets became an integral part of the MDG 7 B: “[The 
Conference of Parties invites t]he United Nations General Assembly to consider for adoption relevant elements 
of the Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011-2020 and its Aichi Targets as integral elements in the Millennium 
Development Goals, in particular Millennium Development Goal 7 on ensuring environmental sustainability” 
(16.e; COP 10 Decision X/2, Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011-2020). 

The MDGs have been defined at the global level, but achieving them is mostly in the hands of the countries: it is 
countries that were encouraged to elaborate national strategies to achieve the MDGs and it is MDG country 
reports that constitute the main monitoring instrument. At the same time, however, a UNDG MDG report lists 
among the success factors for the successful implementation of MDG 7 “[t]he existence of strong international 
and/or regional frameworks that promote global partnerships, concerted and coordinated action and cooperation, 
fostering policy coherence with related and relevant frameworks including those on disaster risk reduction” and 
“[s]trong international and/or regional (i.e. trans-boundary) regulatory frameworks” (UNDG 2010, p. 257). The 
report suggest that “[g]lobal progress towards MDG 7 rests essentially on making progress on the ground, at the 
country level with concerted action and support from the regional and global levels” (UNDG, 2010, p. 222). For 
example, indicators 7.5 and 7.6 refer to the regional approach. 

2.2 Mountains and sustainable development 
Mountains are rarely identified on national policy agendas. Very few countries have designated mountain areas 
as specific political realms. Yet mountains have been identified as a global issue (Debarbieux and Rudaz, 2010). 
During the last two decades, mountains have been promoted in international conferences as a global issue in 
terms of environmental conservation and sustainable development. This international political recognition was 
made possible thanks to the work of an active epistemic community that has stressed the importance of 
mountains as critical human-environment systems of global value.  

This international recognition of mountains is illustrated by the inscription of a specific chapter devoted to 
mountains in Agenda 21, the action plan arising from the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development: Chapter 13 “Managing Fragile Ecosystems: Sustainable Mountain Development.” Chapter 13 has 
served as the principal  background document for sustainable mountain development (SMD) at the global level. 
The motto of the 2002 UN International Year which was devoted to mountains was “We are all mountain 
people” and highlighted that not only people living in mountains are dependent on resources provided by 
mountains, but a large part of humanity. The global significance of mountains is further stressed by virtue of 
their multidimensionality. Chapter 13 lists some of their key contributions: “Mountains are important sources of 
water, energy, minerals, forest and agricultural products and areas of recreation. They are storehouses of 
biological diversity, home to endangered species and an essential part of the global ecosystem.” In brief, 
mountains are characterized as a key element of sustainability. In this global agenda, they have been presented as 
“laboratories” for developing and testing sustainable development strategies (Debarbieux & Price, 2008; 
Debarbieux & Rudaz, 2010).  

The global mountain agenda offers a general framework and international recognition, which has been widely 
mobilized by regional initiatives. The regional approach is stressed in Chapter 13, which notes the importance 
“To improve coordination of regional efforts to protect fragile mountain ecosystems through the consideration of 
appropriate mechanisms, including regional legal and other instruments” (United Nations, 1992, chapter 13, 
paragraph 5.e.). The opportunity of regional cooperation as a tool for sustainable mountain development was 
further emphasized during the recent Rio+20 Conference (Kohler et al., 2012). Paragraph 211 of the outcome 
declaration “The Future we want” suggests opportunities for cooperation: “We invite States to strengthen 
cooperative action with effective involvement and sharing of experience of all relevant stakeholders, by 
strengthening existing arrangements, agreements and centres of excellence for sustainable mountain 
development, as well as exploring new arrangements and agreements, as appropriate” (United Nations, 2012, § 
211). 

However, one has to admit that this recognition at the global level has mainly been rhetorical and institutional. In 
terms of concrete initiatives, the regional approach focusing on specific mountain ranges and cordilleras 
predominates. This level was seen as more operational for taking into account the specificity of the various 
environmental and political contexts and for the benefiting from networks of stakeholders. In various mountain 
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ranges throughout the world, regional institutions were set up such as the International Centre for Integrated 
Mountain Development (ICIMOD) for the Himalayas or the Consortium for the Sustainable Development of the 
Andean Ecoregion (CONDESAN) for the central Andes. The Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation 
made its financial input conditional to the active regionalization of initiatives taken by the Partnership, as a key 
funder of the institution. The Mountain Research Initiative, a programme dedicated to promoting operational 
research for environmental conservation and sustainable development in mountain areas, followed a similar path 
by focusing on the creation of regional networks of scientists and practitioners.  

This regional approach is particularly explicit in the European Union context. Through its regional policy, the 
EU sas quite a long tradition of transnational initiatives (e.g. Interreg Programmes). Since the inclusion of 
“territorial cohesion” in the objectives of its regional policy, the EU, with the help of national and European 
lobbies, has encouraged policies at the level of mountain ranges (massifs) (European Commission, 2004). In 
1991, the EU joined Alpine countries in signing the first legally binding international treaty with the objective of 
building a “mountain region” subject to sustainable development priorities. The Convention has since been 
considered as a model and has provided a major impetus to attempts at creating transboundary agreements in 
various other mountain ranges in Europe and around the globe. 

How do the MDGs resonate with the Mountain Agenda? At the global level, mountains areas have been mainly 
depicted as fragile ecosystems but also as areas of poverty. Mountain areas are often marginalized, politically 
and economically. In the introduction to a special issue of the journal Mountain Research and Development, the 
authors noted that “There is a risk that remote areas, where achieving the MDGs is extremely challenging and 
cost-intensive, will become even more marginalized” (Hurni & Wachs, 2006).. 

3. Regional case studies 
This Section provides an overview of the main stages that led to regional cooperation in the Mountlennium case 
study regions; in addition, Annex 1 offers more extensive timelines for each mountain region. 

3.1 European Alps 
Among the case studies, the Alpine region is clearly the most advanced region in terms of regional cooperation 
both for the number of cooperation initiatives and for its historical roots.1 But most of all, it is this mountain 
range that has been the focus of the first regional agreement focusing on mountains. 

Historically, the project of a regional political institution for the whole Alpine range began in 1952, with the 
creation of the International Commission for the Protection of the Alps (CIPRA). Seeking the protection of the 
range, the organization was created by representatives of Austria, France, Italy and Switzerland, together with 
German conservation and mountaineering organizations and the International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN). At the time, It was one of the first organizations to introduce an ecosystem approach to politics 
(Balsiger, 2008; Balsiger, 2009a; 2009b). 

Numerous attempts to build regional cooperation within the region have been launched. In the 1970s, there have 
been working communities: Arge-Alp Working Community (1972), Alps-Adriatic Working Community (1978), 
Western Alps Working Community (1982). This instrument was promoted in the European context as a tool for 
transboundary cooperation. The Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe (CPLRE) 
especially promoted this tool during the Lugano conference in 1978. In 1981, Arge-Alp Working Community 
wrote Guidelines for the development and protection of the Alpine Area. 

The process of international cooperation from a pan-alpine perspective gained a new momentum in 1987. The 
German section of CIPRA in collaboration with the IUCN wrote a position paper supporting the launch of the 
process of an Alpine Convention (Price, 1999). The paper gained some support and a year later a proposal for a 
draft convention was submitted and subsequently approved by the European Commission. Parallel to this 
initiative, the Alpine countries, the Council of Europe, and the European Communities met in Liechtenstein to 
prepare a draft convention (Ramcilovic, 2009). Klaus Töpfer, German Minister of Environment, gave a major 
impetus to the process. He notably organized  the first “Alpine Conference”. The event, held in 1989 in 
Berchtesgaden, Germany, brought together the Environmental Ministers of the Alpine countries. The parties 
                                                             
1  For further details, see Balsiger (2008, 2009a, 2009b, 2012); Church (2010); Debarbieux & Rudaz 
(2010); Götz (2002); Price (1999); Ramcilovic (2007). 
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agreed to carry further the process of a Convention. The Alpine Convention was signed at the second Alpine 
Conference, held in Salzburg, Austria, in 1991. The document was signed by the Environment Ministers of 
Austria, France, Germany, Italy, Liechtenstein, Switzerland and the European Community; subsequently, 
Slovenia signed in 1993 and Monaco in 1994. Following ratification by Germany, Austria and Liechtenstein, the 
Convention entered into force in 1995. 

In 2011, after 20 years of existence, the Alpine Convention has often been depicted as a failure, mainly because 
many consider that there has only been little implementation of the Convention (e.g. Patriarca, 2011). At the 
same time, there is little doubt that the Convention helped initiate collective action within the region that 
contributed to the implementation of sustainable strategies and the launch of numerous regional organizations 
and initiatives such as the Alpine network of protected areas (Alparc), the International Scientific Committee on 
Research in the Alps (ISCAR) and the network of municipalities “Alliance in the Alps.” 

When the Alpine Convention was signed, environmental matters were the dominant focus and the reason why 
numerous local authorities opposed the agreement, demanding a better balance with economic interests.  

The current debate focuses on the launch of a macro-regional strategy for the Alps. In the current debates, at 
least in the Swiss commission working on it, it is argued that in order to prove its added value the macro-regional 
strategy should work on other themes than the Alpine Convention. The area covered by the macro-regional 
strategy is much larger than the one of the Alpine Convention as it integrates a number of metropolitan areas 
surrounding the Alps. 

3.2 Carpathians 
Efforts to promote environmental cooperation in the Carpathians emerged in the late 1990s, when WWF, 
through its Danube-Carpathian Program Office (DCPO) in Vienna, launched the Carpathian Ecoregion Initiative 
(CERI), which at that time was considered ‘‘the first ecoregional experience for WWF in Europe.”2 The CERI 
assembled a wide network of regional environmental partners, and under the coordination of WWF-DCPO and 
the Slovakia-based Daphne Center for Applied Ecology collected extensive environmental and socio-economic 
data in order to promote regional cooperation over the entire Carpathian range (Gaberell & Debarbieux, 2014). 

In April 2001, was held in Bucharest, Romania, the “Summit on Environment and Sustainable 
Development in the Carpathian and Danube Region”, which brought together Heads of States. 
The WWF- DCPO was instrumental in the organization of this event. The upcoming UN 
International Year of Mountains gave impetus for considering intergovernmental regional 
instruments for conservation and sustainable development in the Carpathian region (Egerer 2002). 7 months 
later, in November 2001 was held the first meeting “Cooperation for the Protection and sustainable development 
of the Carpathians” in Kiev, Ukraine. It brought together the governments of the Carpathian countries, non-
governmental national and international organizations, and scientists. The Ukrainian government with the 
upcoming Ministerial Conference ‘Environment for Europe’ (Kiev, 2003) in focus asked the UNEP/ROE for 
support to facilitate the intergovernmental negotiation for the Carpathian Convention. UNEP/ROE forwarded the 
request to the Alpine Convention. 

The context of the International Year of mountains and the presidency of the Alpine Convention by Italy made a 
favorable context for the request and an Alpine-Carpathian Partnership was initiated and a series of meetings 
entitled “Sharing the Experience”. 

Biodiversity is a major theme of the Carpathian Convention. It was one of the first protocols to be promoted. 
Also, protected areas are an important strategy of the Convention. Therefore, the establishment of a Carpathian 
network of protected areas was one of the first measures to be promoted. However, historically, the Ministers 
expressed their concern during the first informal meeting that the Convention might put too much focus on this 
and might hinder the economic development of the region. 

Parallel but in close connection with the Convention, a regional scientific network was created, the so-called 
“Science for Carpathians (S4C)” (Debarbieux et al, 2014). Following the model of S4C in the Alps, it aimed to 
promote the development of a pancarpathian science. 

                                                             
2  For further details, see Egerer (2002); Fall and Egerer (2004); Gaberell (2013); Gaberell and 
Debarbieux (2014). 
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3.3 South-Eastern European Mountains (Balkans) 
The origins of promoting regional cooperation in the mountains of South-East Europe can be traced back to the 
early 2000s, when mountains attracted political attention through the creation of several national mountain 
organizations in the region.3 This process was supported by the Swiss Mountain Group (SAB) and the Swiss 
Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC). The lobbying structure evolved further with the creation in 
2002 of a the “Balkan Desk” unit in Brussels. Integrated within the mountain lobby Euromontana, the Desk 
aimed to bring the voices of the Balkan mountains to the European Union, which explains its geographical 
location in the EU “capital”. Because the denomination “Balkans” raised some concerns due to pejorative 
connotations, South-East Europe has become the privileged term. 

The first discussions regarding a regional mountain convention for South-East Europe emerged during the 
second meeting of the Mountain Partnership held in Quito, Ecuador, in October 2004. During the event, the 
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the European Academy of Bolzano (EURAC) and the 
Association for Sustainable Development of Mountain Regions in the Republic of Macedonia (Makmontana) 
discussed the idea to launch a “Balkan Mountain Initiative” – an international convention for the Balkan 
mountains inspired by the Alpine and Carpathian conventions.  

Shortly after the Quito conference, the Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning of the FYR Macedonia 
asked UNEP for support in launching an intergovernmental consultation on regional cooperation for the 
protection and sustainable development of mountain regions in Southeastern Europe, i.e. the launch of a Balkan 
Mountain Convention policy process. While a regional mountain convention is not yet in place, promising high-
level political steps have been taken towards such an instrument. Several statements on regional cooperation for 
the sustainable development of the mountain regions in South Eastern Europe were made, mainly at the 
conclusion of international gatherings such as “Sharing the experience – Capacity Building on Legal Instruments 
for the Protection and Sustainable Development of Mountain Regions in South Eastern Europe” (2005, Bolzano, 
Italy) and “Intergovernmental Consultation on Cooperation for the Protection and Sustainable Development of 
Mountain Regions in South Eastern Europe” (2006, Pelister, FYR Macedonia).  

A draft of a legal framework for the protection and sustainable development of mountain regions in Southeastern 
Europe was tabled for discussion in late 2006 and the initiative was further promoted at the 6th European 
Ministerial Conference “Environment for Europe”, held in Belgrade, Serbia, in October 2007. Several initiatives 
came to support the idea of a regional approach, including the creation in 2005 of the Balkan Foundation for 
Sustainable Development, the launch by UNEP of the Dinaric Arc and Balkans Environment Outlook (DABEO), 
and the assessment of mountain policies in the Balkans carried out within the frame of the SARD-M programme 
of the Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations. At the 2008 Conference of Parties to the 
Convention on Biological Diversity, the ‘Big Win for Dinaric Arc’ side event hosted by the Slovenian 
Government was framed as one of the most significant gatherings of these countries over the past two decades. 
In the resulting Joint Statement, the signatories recognized “the importance of regional cooperation to achieve 
transboundary sustainable management of the South-Eastern European region” and “agreed to mutual 
cooperation, exchange of experiences and coordinated actions in sustainable management of the Dinaric Arc 
ecoregion”(WWF 2008). Since then, however, the process has stagnated, mainly due to a lack of funding and to 
political tensions stemming from the region’s recent political history. 

Similar to the Alps and the Carpathians, the political process has been accompanied by a scientific networking 
initiative. The “Southeastern European Mountain Research network” (SEEmore) finds its origins in the 
international conference “Identifying the research basis for sustainable development of the mountain regions in 
Southeastern Europe”, organized in April 2009, in Borovets, Bulgaria, by the Institute of Geography of the 
Bulgarian Academy of Sciences with support from the Austrian Science and Research Liaison Office. Two 
further SEEmore conferences were held in August 2010 in Timisoara, Romania, and in July 2012 in Ankara, 
Turkey. SEEmore brings together researchers working in the mountain regions of Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, FYR Macedonia, Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia, and Turkey, 
as well as members from other countries working on SEE mountain issues. SEEmore also serves as a regional 
node of the Mountain Research Initiative. 
 

                                                             
3  For further details, see Djordjevic & Balsiger (2012); Rudaz (2014); Ramcilovic (2007). 
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3.4 Caucasus 
The Caucasus is a unique region, rich in cultural history, landscape, bio- and agrodiversity.4 The Caucasus is one 
of the most biologically significant regions on Earth. It is one of WWF’s 35 “priority places” and of 34 
“biodiversity hotspots” identified by Conservation International as being the richest and at the same time most 
threatened reservoirs of plant and animal life on Earth (Zazanashvili et al. 2012). The growing importance of the 
Caucasus as a transit corridor holds important economic opportunities for the countries, but at the same time 
poses a considerable environmental threat. Present economic and socio-political trends in the region undermine 
the integrity of the Caucasus space, as some countries move towards European integration and others towards 
cooperation with the Russian Federation or the Islamic Republic of Iran. Tenuous progress in resolving 
geopolitical tensions has undermined regional cooperation. 

The countries of the Caucasus have continuously expressed their interest in cooperating to solve regional 
environmental problems, including in mountain areas, since delegates from the North Caucasus and Georgia 
voiced the idea of a Strategy for Caucasus Development at the 1991 “Greens’ Forum” in Tbilisi. The official 
process of negotiations for a possible Caucasus Convention started in 2000, originally involving Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia, and the Russian Federation. The first meeting was held in Yerevan, Armenia, and resulted 
in a signed declaration on the need for the Caucasus Convention; however, due to political reasons the process 
got stuck. 

The Caucasus Convention, anticipated to be signed at the same time as that for the Carpathians (May 2003), did 
not materialize. Two months later, however, at a conference on SMD in the Caucasus organized by the Regional 
Environment Centre for the Caucasus (RECC), public, non-governmental and scientific participants from 
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Russian Federation, and Turkey suggested that “the solution of existing 
environmental problems […] are only possible subject to inter-sectoral, interregional and interstate cooperation, 
which could serve as the basis for drafting in the future the Caucasus Convention.”  

In 2005, at a meeting in Bolzano hosted by the European Academy Bolzano/EURAC and sponsored by Italy and 
UNEP, representatives of the Ministries for the Environment and Ministries for Foreign Affairs of Azerbaijan, 
Georgia, Islamic Republic of Iran, Russian Federation, and Turkey (Armenia was unable to attend because of 
technical problems) reconfirmed “the principle of integrity of the Caucasian eco-region” and resolved that they 
were “aiming at the involvement of all Caucasian countries, other interested countries and international 
organizations in cooperation processes for development of a legal instrument on sustainable development.”  

The clearest commitment to regional cooperation emerged from the 2007 High Level Meeting in Vaduz, where 
Ministers and High-level Representatives of Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Islamic Republic of Iran, the 
Russian Federation and Turkey adopted the “Vaduz Ministerial Statement” in which they “invited the countries 
of the Caucasus region to strengthen partnerships, as appropriate, for the protection and sustainable development 
of the mountain regions of the Caucasus, taking into account generally recognized principles and norms of 
international law.” In response, a group of Governmental Nominated Experts met in 2009 to review the 
Background Paper “Sustainable Development of Mountain Regions of the Caucasus: A Case for 
Intergovernmental Cooperation” (produced by UNEP/RECC), which was subsequently approved by 
representatives of ministries of environment and foreign affairs. However, due to the unfavorable geopolitical 
situation, negotiations have not continued since December 2009.  

Against a background of profound geopolitical challenges during the last twenty years, including multiple 
instances of armed conflict, the countries of the Caucasus have proven a commitment to promote certain regional 
cooperation for sustainable development and environmental protection in mountain areas. Nevertheless, 
numerous projects and initiatives, covering different Caucasus states, are under way to facilitate more substantial 
multilateral and bilateral cooperation, suggesting the need to understand and approach regional cooperation 
through a broader range of approaches.  

The most recent initiative emerged in late 2012 and has focused on regional scientific cooperation. With the 
support of the National Association of Local Authorities of Georgia (NALAG), UNEP, the University of 
Geneva, EURAC, and GRID Arendal, a series of meetings were held during 2013 and 2014, resulting in the 
establishment of the Scientific Network for the Caucasus Mountain Region (SNC-mt). The network is guided by 
a Scientific Steering Group consisting of representatives of scientific institutions from Armenia, Georgia, Iran, 
the Russian Federation and Turkey; while a representative from Azerbaijan participated in the first meeting, the 
country has since kept at a distance. 
                                                             
4  For further details, see Balsiger 2011. 
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3.5 Central Asia 
Unlike the Alps, the Caucasus or the Carpathians, the mountains of Central Asia do not appear easily as an 
entity, as a contiguous area.5 Indeed, the mountains of Central Asia comprise not a single mountain range 
but several. The two major ones are the Pamir and the Tien Shan. However,  mountain ecosystems also 
cover parts of Eastern Kazakhstan (Kazakh uplands, Djungar Alatoo, Tarbagatai and Altai), southeast 
Uzbekistan (Western Tien Shan and Gissar) and Turkmenistan (Kopet-Dag and Kugitang), and extend into 
Afghanistan (Hindu Kush) and China (Eastern Tien Shan and Pamir). Several are transboundary: Djungar 
Alatoo (KZ, RU), Tarbagatai (KZ, RU), Altai (KZ, RU, CN), Tien Shan (KG, CN, KZ, UZ), Pamir-Alai (TJ, 
KZ, AF, CN), Gissar (UZ, TJ) and Kopet-Dag (UZ, IR) (Hugues 2012). Nevertheless, some initiative identified 
the mountains of central Asia as a region. 

The oldest and main regional cooperation initiatives focus on the highly sensitive issue of water. Mountains 
clearly play here the role of “water towers” of the region. The major issues at the heart of the tensions between 
highlands and lowlands countries are the ones of energy accessibility and water usage for irrigation. Many 
international development programs aimed at reducing these tensions between countries around the issue of 
water. The debate fits rather in a upstream-downstream than highland-lowland frame. 

Mountains gained a political visibility thanks to the promotion of the global mountain agenda, which echoed in 
the region, and notably in Kyrgyzstan. The mountain chapter of Agenda was decisively supported by 
Switzerland. In order to support it, Switzerland relied on its international “allies”, often landlocked mountainous 
countries to which it provided international aid. Switzerland had closed contact with Central Asian countries, 
notably for having the lead of the group the International Monetary Fund comprising Central Asian States. This 
group became to be known as “Helvetistan”. Against this background, Kyrgyzstan rapidly emerged as a 
promoter of the cause of mountains in the international political arena. It is at the request of Kyrgyzstan that the 
UN proclaimed in 1998 the year 2002 as “International Year of Mountains”. Kyrgyzstan organized the final and 
major event of the year: the Bishkek Global Mountain Summit. The Summit was concluded by the signature of 
the Central Asia Mountain Charter signed by Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Kazakhstan. The gobal conference was 
a great setting for launching this international agreement aiming to promote sustainable mountain development 
in the region. 

This enthusiastic endorsement has to be considered in the specific political context of the region and as an 
opportunity to connect symbolically to the “World”. By gaining their independence in 1991, the political horizon of 
the Central Asian countries broadened widely. Just a year following their independence was organized the United 
Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED). It represented the momentum in international 
cooperation towards sustainability and the international enthusiasm towards the event. With this background, we can 
observe that sustainability has ranked high and has been quickly integrated into the political agendas of Central Asia, 
whether followed by concrete actions or not. Mountains can be here interpreted as a label mobilized to gain visibility 
in the international political arena. In the regional report for Central Asia evaluating the progress towards 
sustainable mountain development and presented at the Rio+20 Conference (2012), two major recommendations 
were formulated. It proposed “the creation of a mountain countries group under the auspices of the United 
Nations” and “the exchange of external debt for an equivalent investment in sustainable development” (Hugues, 
2012, p.7). 

This global recognition for mountains and its endorsement by Central Asian States gave impetus to initiatives at 
regional and local scales. Some major regional cooperation programs state the importance of mountains: Thee 
Regional Sustainable Development Strategy for Central Asia stated that the “prosperity of the Central Asian region 
depends in many aspects on the health condition of the Pamir and Tien Shan mountainous ecosystems”. The Regional 
Environmental Action Plan approved in 2001 by all Central Asian states also treats mountain ecosystems as a regional 
environmental priority. The Framework Convention on Environmental Protection for Sustainable Development in 
Central Asia considers “mountain ecosystem degradation” as one of its five priority areas. 

For initiatives at the local level, there is more emphasis on the development of local communities. Poverty reduction 
is at the core of many international programs. Sustainable development is most of the time the overarching 
principle of these projects. Many of them imply a political dimension, as they aim to promote civil society, 
capacity building and, more broadly, empowerment of mountain communities. The Swiss Agency for 
Development and Cooperation initiated the Central Asian Mountain Partnership (CAMP). With sustainable 
mountain development as an agenda and present in Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Kazakhstan, CAMP is active in 
                                                             
5  For further details, see Rudaz, 2013. 
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four main areas: resource use, product development and marketing, village development, and policy dialogue. 
The basic assumption is that better management of resources would lead to better living conditions for mountain 
communities. A central feature of the program is the support of local organizations promoting policy dialogue to 
address development and conservation issues. CAMP is now organized as three national organizations active in 
local development projects. CAMP was instrumental in the creation of the Alliance of Central Asian Mountain 
Communities (AGOCA). The organization was created parallel to the Bishkek Mountain Summit (KG), with the 
aim to benefit from the impetus launched by this event concluding the International Year of Mountains 
(Nikonova et al., 2007). The Alliance is a network of mountain communities from Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and 
Kazakhstan who exchange experiences, with the aim of implementing sustainable mountain development. There 
was an initial idea for the Alliance to also be a lobby for the cause of mountains in the region, but this has been 
dropped. By having innovative communities involved in sustainable mountain development, the idea is that 
exchanges of good practices could spread throughout the region. In this context, capacity building is an essential 
feature of the process. 

The Pamir-Alai Land Management project (PALM) is an initiative at the scale of the mountain range, which is 
transboundary between Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. The project was initiated by the two countries, the Global 
Environment Facility, the United Nations Environment Program and the United Nations University. It promotes 
joint development and conservation objectives under the overarching aim of sustainable development. Even 
though States are implicated, the key feature is the mobilization at the local level. 114 micro-projects were 
promoted. Another key feature of PALM is that upscaling and replication in other mountain regions of Central 
Asia of the lessons learned are a stated objective. These three initiatives (CAMP, AGOCA, PALM) believe in 
the capacity of local mountain communities to be stewards of resources for the benefit of people within the 
region and beyond. 

4. Comparison of case studies 

4.1 Framing mountains as laboratories for sustainable development and 
biodiversity conservation 

Our empirical work consisted in participant observations, personal interviews, and focus group interviews with 
representatives of actors from the various mountain ranges. Overall, we have found that explicit references to 
MDGs are quite rare – if not to say nonexistent – within the examined regional initiatives. This absence does not 
correlate with the level of socioeconomic development in a mountain region, as MDGs simply played no role in 
any of the regional mountain initiatives. However, and this is the other side of the coin of our main finding, even 
though MDGs 7A or 7B are not part of the political or operational rhetoric, their themes of sustainable 
development and biodiversity conservation are central to all mountain initiatives. 

The fact that little reference is made to MDG 7 could be partly explained by a tendency for MDG 1 (Eradicate 
extreme poverty and hunger) to overshadow the other MDGs. Yet, even though the interdependence among 
MDGs has continuously been stressed by their international promotors, MDG 7 did not mobilize much attention 
in regional mountain initiatives. At present, certain countries are trying to counterbalance this trend in the 
context of negotiations over defining the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

All of the regional mountain initiatives we examined in our research clearly share a concern for “sustainable 
development” as their core objective, as a common frame of reference, and hence as the common denominator. 
Sustainable development is at the core of the agenda for mountains at the international level, as it has been 
formulated in the context of the UNCED. Promoters of regional mountain initiatives are well informed about the 
global mountain agenda and many initiatives benefited from the visibility generated by the UN International 
Year of Mountains to promote or even launch their activities. 

In this conceptual frame of sustainable development, “mountains” appear as a category to be mobilized. Indeed, 
the reference to the notion of “mountains” enhances the discussion beyond sectoral topics, and thus enhances the 
formulation of sustainability strategies. However, the category “mountains” is not politically meaningful in all 
mountain regions. In the Balkans, for example, the term “mountains” can even have negative connotations. 

Although sustainable development serves as a common referent, it has no unique operational definition. 
Sustainable mountain development is interpreted differently according to the different regions. In Central Asia, 
most sustainable development agendas put the reduction of poverty at the center, while in the Carpathians 
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environmental concerns predominate. In the Alps, on the other hand, priorities have shifted. As its name 
indicates, “The Convention for the Protection of the Alps” originally had a clear focus on environmental 
concerns, even though it did not overlook other issues such as outmigration from mountainous areas. Yet, as it 
was launched prior to UNCED, the Framework Convention does not refer to the concept of sustainable 
development. It is only in the context of subsequent protocols (for instance the 1994 Protocol on “Spatial 
Planning and Sustainable Development”) and more importantly in retroactive interpretations of the spirit of the 
Framework Convention that the term appears. 

Environmental concerns clearly stand high on the regional agendas. One of the first step for the Carpathians and 
the Balkans was the launch of environmental outlooks. These were supported by UNEP. However, it must be 
acknowledged that for the Alpine and Carpathian Conventions, political actors did express and still express 
concerns that these conventions are too much oriented towards environmental protection and do not provide the 
right balance with economic needs. 

Within the larger context of environmental concerns, biodiversity stands out as a priority area. Biodiversity has 
Protocol status in both the Alpine Convention and in the Carpathian Convention; it is also the main focus of 
numerous Alpine and Carpathian projects, including “Carpathian Unite” which aims at implementing the 
Carpathian Convention on the Polish side of the Carpathians. Biodiversity also shaped Dinaric Arc cooperation, 
which emerged in the context of a side event at a Conference of Parties to the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (Djordjevic & Balsiger, 2012). In all of these initiatives, the promotion of conservation biology 
strategies relies on the image of mountains as a natural space (Debarbieux & Rudaz, 2010).  
 

4.2 Institutions 
The MDG 7A and 7B themes of sustainable development and biodiversity not only play a significant role in how 
regional mountain initiatives are framed in discourse, they also find expression in the institutional arrangements 
that have emerged. While the regional mountain initiatives are characterized by a considerable degree of 
institutional diversity, certain features and parallel institutional developments are found in all ranges.  

As noted already, sustainable development is explicitly anchored in the foundational texts of most regional 
initiatives, with the possible exception of the Framework Convention text of the Alpine Convention. All regional 
mountain initiatives thus set themselves the goal of fostering progress towards sustainable development in their 
respective areas of application. Moreover, this goal is typically framed in terms of policy integration, where 
sectoral externalities are to be addressed through more coordinated approaches. Since policy integration bears a 
family resemblance to the notion of “mainstreaming sustainable development” as expressed in MDG 7A, it is 
even more surprising that the latter has not been mobilized in the implementation of regional mountain 
initiatives. 

Biodiversity is similarly anchored in the foundational texts as well as convention protocols and numerous 
programs and projects. In most cases, biodiversity is also a cross-cutting issue that appears in multiple domains 
such as forestry, agriculture, and tourism. Importantly, biodiversity is an object of interest to at least two types of 
arrangements that have become common features of regional mountain initiatives: scientific networks and 
networks of protected areas. 

The development of regional scientific networks is a tendency observed in most of the studied mountain ranges 
(Debarbieux et al., 2014). Among our five case studies, four regions have regional mountain scientific networks: 
the International Scientific Committee on Research in the Alps (ISCAR), Science for the Carpathians (S4C), 
South Eastern Europe Mountain Research Network (SEEmore), and the Scientific Network for the Caucasus 
Region (SNC-mt). Central Asia is home to the University of Central Asia, which in turn hosts the Mountain 
Societies Research Centre as a unit solely devoted to mountain issues. These networks have different goals, 
forms of organization, and modes of operation. Although they are organized at the level of the mountain region, 
continued reluctance on the part of countries to share data has meant that the emergence of regional scientific 
expertise has been uneven. 

A second major tool promoted by regional mountain initiatives is the creation of networks of protected areas, 
which connect actors within regions but also create links between regions. The Alpine Network of Protected 
Areas (ALPARC) was established in 1995 with the specific aim of applying the Alpine Convention’s Protocol 
on Nature conservation and landscape management. In 2006, the coordination unit of ALPARC was transformed 
into the Task Force Protected Areas, attached to the Permanent Secretariat of the Alpine Convention. In 2013, 
ALPARC obtained the status of Association under French law and signed a Memorandum of Cooperation with 
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the Alpine Convention to facilitate cooperation between the two organizations and benefit from potential 
synergies.  

A similar network was created in 2006 in the Carpathians, the Carpathian Network of Protected Areas (CNPA).  
The CNPA is seen as a tool for implementing the Carpathian Convention. Representing the Carpathian protected 
areas vis-à-vis national and international authorities and organizations CNPA implements the decisions and 
recommendations of Carpathian Convention bodies as well as international programs or directives such as the 
Habitats Directive, Birds Directive, NATURA 2000 network, and the Water Framework Directive.  

In Southeast Europe, the idea for a protected area network emerged in the context of a project on regional 
cooperation for risk management from pollution hotspots and transboundary management of shared natural 
resources, which UNEP has coordinated since 2005 (UNEP Vienna ISCC, 2010). Subsequently, a series of 
meetings were held to work towards the establishment of a network of protected areas on the Alpine and 
Carpathian models. In the Caucasus, regional coordination of protected areas has occurred through the 
Transboundary Joint Secretariat for Nature Conservation in the Southern Caucasus, which focuses on Armenia, 
Georgia, and Azerbaijan. 

These examples reveal a relatively dense set of actors and networks institutionalized around the issues of 
sustainable development and biodiversity, among other topics. Despite this potential, however, our research has 
found that MDGs 7A and 7B have largely failed to be referenced explicitly.  

5. Policy diffusion 
 

The analysis focuses on two main types of diffusion: 

• Horizontal diffusion among the initiatives 

• Scalar diffusion from global to regional 

 

5.1 Horizontal diffusion 
The diverse regional mountain initiatives we examined are linked in numerous ways. As noted earlier, the 
sharing of sustainable mountain development as a common reference has greatly stimulated exchange among 
these initiatives. 

To begin with, there are very formal connections among the main promoters of a given initiative. For instance, 
the Ad-Interim Secretariat of the Carpathian Convention has signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the 
Permanent Secretariat of the Alpine Convention. Next, a series of networks offer conduits for the exchange of 
information and experiences. In some cases, actors from one region are directly involved in the establishment of 
similar organizations in other mountain regions. For example, ALPARC played a decisive role in the 
establishment of CNPA.  

These networks connect from a double perspective. First, it connects experts from the region but they also 
connect territories, relying on the conservation biology concept of “connectivity”. With this in mind, for 
instance, a corridor between the Alps and the Carpathians has been initiated with the aim to ecologically connect 
the two mountain ranges.  

Besides networks of protected areas and scientists, horizontal diffusion can also occurs via networks of 
municipalities such as the Alliance of Central Asian mountain communities (2003), which was created on the 
example of the network Alliance in the Alps (1997). A similar network was planned in the Caucasus, but did not 
lead to the creation of an organization. 

Diffusion occurs through actors. In that matter, UNEP Vienna has been instrumental in promoting a regional 
approach sustainable mountain development in the Carpathians, Balkans, Caucasus, and Central Asia, relying on 
its success in the Carpathians. It organized various events where actors from these mountain ranges could 
exchange information, like the workshop “Sharing the experience – Capacity Building on Legal Instruments for 
the Protection and Sustainable Development of Mountain Regions in South Eastern Europe” held in Italy in 
2005. 
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The Alps are often referred to as a model for various reasons: it is the most developed mountain range in the 
most developed part compared to the other regions; it has a long history of symbolic importance around the 
world; it is the first mountain range to have an international agreement; and it is home to numerous organizations 
advocating or referring to the Alps. However, we also saw that the AC was considered to have proven little 
impact on the ground. Despite this evaluation shared by many that the Alpine Convention did not provide much 
on the ground, the Alpine Convention is still considered as a model by other mountain ranges throughout the 
world, even though ‘source of inspiration’ is perhaps a better term than ‘model’. 

The Alpine Convention has not only been identified by other mountain regions as source of inspiration but 
Alpine actors also played a role in the “export” of the alpine experience. This willingness to build partnership 
with other mountain ranges throughout the word clearly benefited from the stimulating context of the 
International Year of Mountains. The 7th Alpine Conference in 2002 in Merano clearly emphasized this 
international cooperation. Illustrating this willingness to promote the Alpine Convention expertise worldwide, 
also in 2002, was held in Berchtesgaden the Conference “The Alpine Process: An Approach for Other Mountain 
Regions?”.  

Cooperation and exchange of experiences with other mountain ranges was further stated in the Multi-Annual 
Work Programme 2005-2010 of the Alpine Convention. At the 9th Alpine Conference held in 2006, a 
Declaration for Support of Cooperation between Mountain Regions was adopted by the Alpine States 
(Ramcilovic 2009). Even though cooperation is claimed to be worldwide, the Alpine Convention developed ties 
with specific regions and on specific topics. Cooperation with Carpathians, Balkans, Caucasus and Central Asia 
was emphasized. The topic of transboundary network of protected areas was also emphasized. 

What our analysis reveals is that multiple models and channels of diffusion are at play, but also that diffusion 
can be a bidirectional process, where some mountain initiatives are mainly ‘importers’ (by means of mimicry), 
while others are proactively involved in exporting their institutional models and practices. 

5.2 Scalar diffusion 
The MDG implementation process mainly relies on national action and reporting; the regional (supranational) 
level has been all but ignored. Despite efforts to help countries achieve progress toward achieving MDGs, for 
instance through the MDG Achievement Fund set up in 2007, much has depended on the capacity of national 
public administrations to participate in the MDG process and comply with reporting requirements. In the case of 
mountains, which is inherently a cross-sectoral concern, the lack of coordination between institutional 
architectures dealing with mountains, biodiversity, and sustainable development has constituted a significant 
obstacle in the scalar diffusion of MDGs. In the Balkans, for instance, CBD implementation has spawned a separate 
institutional network (Djordjevic & Balsiger 2012). In the Carpathians, this is less the case  because the network of 
protected areas is part of the Carpathian Convention process. 

As previously stated, while no references to the MDGs can be found, biodiversity and sustainable development 
are core values in regional mountain initiatives. Indeed, regarding MDG 7B, reference is typically made to the 
CBD and other biodiversity treaties. Concerning MDG 7A, reference is characteristically made to Chapter 13 of 
Agenda 21. The historical analysis of the various initiatives and their collaborations clearly shows a new impetus 
initiated in 2002, explained by the proclamation of the UN International Year of Mountains. Therefore, even if 
these conventions do not officially diffuse MDGs 7A and 7B, they clearly promote a similar content. 

On the other hand, the importance of regions appears on numerous global agendas and was reinforced at Rio+20. 
For example, the CBD has identified the regional approach as an appropriate level to implement biodiversity 
conservation strategies. In the CBD programme of work on mountain biological biodiversity, it is stated that 
“establishing regional and transboundary collaboration and cooperative agreements” as a “means of 
implementation for conservation, sustainable use and benefit sharing.” In response, the Alpine and Carpathian 
Conventions signed a joint MoU with the CBD stressing the importance of the regional approach in the 
conservation of biodiversity as well as their willingness to cooperate. Whereas the regional level appears as a 
level for implementing the CBD, the same cannot be said for sustainable development. 

6. Conclusion 
The Mountlennium project set out to examine the degree to which regional mountain initiatives have served as 
diffusion channels for MDGs 7A and 7B, and to assess the extent to which MDG implementation would vary as 
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a result of differences between regional mountain initiatives. The plausibility of this hypotheses rested on the 
observation that regional cooperation in mountain areas has spread to many parts of the world, that such 
cooperation is characterized by extensive inter-regional links, and that the themes of MDGs 7A and 7B have 
been integral parts of a global sustainable mountain development agenda has been on the global agenda since the 
adoption of Agenda 21 in 1992. 

The first finding of our research is that MDGs 7A and 7B have simply failed to appear explicitly in these 
initiatives. Representatives of regional mountain initiatives readily acknowledge awareness of their existence and 
national actors from countries involved in regional mountain initiatives are very likely involved in national 
reporting on MDG progress. However, MDGs have not been part of the rhetoric of regional mountain 
cooperation. 

Our second finding mitigates this pessimistic assessment. Indeed, even if the regional mountain initiatives do not 
explicitly refer to MDGs 7A and 7B, they contribute in significant ways to the achievement of sustainable 
development and biodiversity conservation, evidenced not only by the multiple norms and rules created through 
instruments such as the Alpine and Carpathian Conventions, but also through myriad projects and actors on the 
ground. In the case of biodiversity, formal links have even been established between regional mountain 
initiatives and global institutions such as the CBD and its programme of work on mountains. In other words, 
even though vertical channels between the global biodiversity regime and regional mountain institutions are in 
place, the MDG as a tool has made no inroads. 

Third, we find both similarities and differences between regional mountain initiatives. On the one hand, the 
Alpine Convention has served as a source of inspiration, particularly in the case of the Carpathian Convention, 
but also in those cases where no formal regional instrument has so far been created (Southeast Europe, Caucasus, 
Central Asia). Insofar as the Alpine Convention ‘model’ incorporates a strong emphasis on sustainable 
development and biodiversity, it could well serve as a conduit for tools such as MDGs. On the other hand, the 
sometimes negative assessment of the Alpine Convention as a treaty that has little impact on the ground has led 
actors in other mountain regions to modify their designs, for instance by focusing from the beginning on 
operational rather than legal development. Such adaptation of the Alpine model would still be conducive to the 
mobilization of MDGs 7A and 7B, precisely because of the focus on concrete action. But again, MDGs 7A and 
7B have failed to be taken up in explicit ways. 

Finally, we can offer some possible answers to the question why MDGs have been neglected in the mountain 
regions we examined. One potential answer is that even though MDGs are framed as a global commitment, they 
are sometimes perceived to be most relevant to the developing world. Since such a descriptor is precisely what 
transition countries seek to avoid, ignoring MDGs may be one way to do this. A second answer that may explain 
neglect of the biodiversity MDG is that its implementation is already covered under agreements such as the 
CBD, which often generates its own targets, indicators, terminologies, and institutional networks. A third answer 
is that MDGs 7A and 7B are simply overshadowed by MDGs with higher visibility like the ones focusing one 
health and poverty. 
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Annex: Timelines of regional cooperation 

Alps 

1952 International Commission for the Protection of the Alps (CIPRA) 

1972 Arge-Alp Working Community 

1974 Two international symposia on the future of the Alps, Trento IT and Mayrhofen, AT – 
Action Plan for the Alps, IUCN, Trento 

1978 Alps-Adriatic Working Community 

 Conference of the Regions, Lugano – Declaration 

1981 Guideline for the development and protection of the Alpine Area, by Arge-Alp 

1982 Western Alps Working Community (COTRAO) 

1987 CIPRA Germany in cooperation with IUCN prepares the first proposal position paper 
for the Alpine Convention 

1988 The Working Party of Alpine Socialists submits to the European Commission a call and 
a draft proposal for a Convention for the Protection of the Alps (Kochel, Germany) 

 Representatives from the Alpine countries, the Council of Europe, and the European 
Communities meet in Liechtenstein to prepare a draft convention 

1989 1st Alpine Conference, Berchtesgaden 

1991 Alpine Convention is signed 

1994 Forum Alpinum, Disentis. Launched by the Swiss Academies of Sciences (SAS) and 

Humanities and Social Sciences (SAHS). 

 Creation of Alparc – Alpine Network of Protected Areas 

1997 Creation of Alliance in the Alps 

1999 Creation of International Scientific Committee on Research in the Alps (ISCAR) 

2000 ISCAR is recognized as an observer of the Alpine Convention 

2002 Meeting “Sharing the Experience” (UNEP & EURAC) 

 Berchtesgaden Declaration on mountain range regional cooperation 

2004 1st edition of Alpweek, Kranjska Gora 

2007 Alpine Space Programme 

2009 Representatives of the Alpine Regions reaffirm their determination to create a platform 
for exchange and inter-regional cooperation, named “REREA: Rete delle Regioni delle 
Alpi / REREA: Réseau des Régions Alpines / RENEDA : Regionen-Netzwerk der 
Alpen / OMAR: Omrezke Alpskie Regiy” (NEREA: Network of the Region of the 
Alps) 

2010 1-2 March: Second Conference of Alpine regions. Establishment of Network of Alpine 
Regions,  Trento 
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 12 March: Mittenwald Declaration of Environment Ministers of Alpine Regions calling 
for the development of a macro-regional strategy for the Alps, Mittenwald (Bavaria) 

 6 October: Open Days – European Week of Regions and Cities: six European regions 
(South Tyrol, Franche-Comté, Lombardia, Trentino, Tyrol, Western Slovenia) promote 
together the discussions on the Alpine macro region. 

2011 8-9 March:  XI. Alpine Conference, Brdo Pri Kranju, Slowenia. Adoption of a work 
plan 2011-2016 

 16-17 June:  Alpine Space Programme Midterm Conference in Grenoble 

 1 July: Annual Arge Alp meeting of heads of regional governments adopts resolution to 
support creating a macroregional strategy for the Alps. 

 10 September: General Assembly of the Club Arc Alpin issues press release: support 
“in principle” to MRS but “spatial extent of a strategy for the Alps must be limited to 
the territory of the Alpine Convention” 

 19 September: Cipra Fachtagung, Vienna 

 8 November:  Brussels Conference, invited by Bavarian Minister for Europe (Emilia 
Müller) and Chair of Arge Alp (Willi Haag, St. Gallen). Positive response from EU 

2012 January 13: High-level meeting in Grenoble to continue discussions on the macro-
regional strategy 

 February 3: Annecy: Ville des Alpes de l’Année And Alliance dans les Alpes decide to 
prepare a common position on an alpine macro-region by AlpWeek. 

 

Carpathians 

1998 WWF Danube-Carpathian Programme established 

1999 Carpathian Ecoregion Initiative (platform of NGOs and scientific institution initiated by 
the WWF) 

2001 Publication of Status of the Carpathians (WWF & Carpathian Ecoregion Initiative) 

  “Summit on Environment and Sustainable Development in the Carpathian and Danube 
Region,” Bucharest, Romania 

 Ukraine’s idea of a Carpathian Convention based on the alpine model. Help requested 
from the UNEP, which forwarded request to Italy, Pdt of the Alpine convention 

2003 Signing of the Framework Convention on the Protection and Sustainable Development 
of the Carpathians by the the Ministers of the Environment of the Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Poland, Romania, Serbia and Montenegro, Slovak Republic and Ukraine 

 Publication of the Carpathian List of Endangered Species 

2004 Budapest: Launch of the Carpathians Environment Outlook (KEO) by UNEP (Dewa-
Grid, ROE) 

 Brezovica, Slovakia. Creation of the Carpathian Wetland Initiative. CWI aims to 
implement the Ramsar Convention in the 7 countries of the Carpathian mountain region 

2005 August: Interreg Cadses the Carpathian Project 

2006 December: Creation of the Carpathian Network of Protected Areas (CNPA) “as a means 
of implementing the Carpathian Convention” 
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 Kiev, Ukraine: COP1 (First Meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the Carpathian 
Convention). Declaration & Decisions. Memorandum of Cooperation between the 
Ramsar and Carpathian Convention 

2008 “Science in the Carpathians – Strategy development and networking workshop”, 
Krakow. first S4C workshop 

 Launch of the “Carpathian Opportunity” to promote more jobs, more business, more 
nature across Carpathians (WWF) 

2009 Publication of Vasica (Vision and Strategies in the Carpathian Area), output of Cadses 

 Meeting and workshop in Bratislava - implementation of the interim Steering     
committee 

 Submission of “BIOREGIO Carpathians project proposal” 

2010 1st Forum Carpaticum, Kraków, Poland 

2012 2nd Forum Carpaticum, Stará Lesná, Slovakia 

2014 3rd Forum Carpaticum, Lviv, Ukraine 

 Carpathian Convention Transport Protocol is adopted 
 

South-eastern European Mountains (Balkans) 

2000 Development of 7 national mountain organizations from South and East of the Adriatic 
Sea, project carried out by the SAB 

 Publication by Euromontana of the report “Mountain Regions East and South of the 
Adriatic Sea”: SAB-Verlag, Brugg, Switzerland 

 Creation of 3 national mountain organizations supported by Euromontana, SDC & 
SAB: (1) Bulgarian Association for Development of Mountain Regions (BulMontana); 
(2) National Association for the Rural Development of Romanian Mountains 
(Romontana); and (3) Association for Sustainable Development of Mountain Regions in 
the Republic of Macedonia (Makmontana).. 

2002 Brussels Launch of the Balkan Desk in Euromontana. Office for the 3 national 
mountain organizations. 

2004 Cusco Conference' (2nd meeting of the Mountain Partnership). UNEP, EURAC and 
Makmontana discusses the idea to launch a Balkan Mountain Initiative, a sort of Alpine 
Convention for the Balkans. 

 Letter from the Ministry of environment and physical planning of the Republic of 
Macedonia to UNEP for launching intergovernmental consultations aiming at enhanced 
regional cooperation for the protection and sustainable development of mountain 
regions in South Eastern Europe. 

2005 Convention on the Protection and Sustainable Development of the Balkan Convention 
Initiative.  

 establishment of the Balkan Foundation for Sustainable Development (BFSD) by 
Makmontana with the help of UNEP & Eurac. 

 24-26 October: Liptovsky Mikulas, Slovak Republic. Euromontana Conference. 
Workshop on «Integrated Rural Development in the Mountain Areas of Central and 
Eastern Europe and the Balkans » 
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 12-13 December: Bolzano: Workshop: “Sharing the experience – Capacity Building on 
Legal Instruments for the Protection and Sustainable Development of Mountain 
Regions in South Eastern Europe”. Outcome: Statement on “Protection and Sustainable 
Development of Mountain Regions in South Eastern Europe”. 

2006 May: the BFSD elaborated background issue paper on “Cooperation for the Protection 
and Sustainable Development of Mountain Regions in South-Eastern Europe – 
Assessment of baseline, needs and opportunities”. 

 12-13 May: Pelister, Macedonia, “Intergovernmental Consultation on Cooperation for 
the Protection and Sustainable Development of Mountain Regions in South Eastern 
Europe”. Outcome: Pelister Statement 

 3-4 November: Bolzano, 1st Meeting “SEE Mountain Convention Process”. Organized 
by UNEP, EURAC & BFSD. Preparation of a legal framework for the Protection and 
sustainable development of mountain regions in South Eastern Europe. 

2007 10-12 October: Belgrade. Promotion of the Balkan Mountain Initiative at the 6th 
European Ministerial Conference “Environment for Europe”. 

2008 29 May, Bonn: “Big Win for Dinaric Arc” high-level event at the 9th CBD Conference 
of Parties in Bonn.  Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Montenegro, Serbia, and 
Slovenia join forces to protect their rich natural heritage by building an effective 
network of protected areas. 

 November: SARD-M Policy Assessments in the Balkans (FAO project) by the BFSD 

2009 24-26 April: Borovets, Bulgaria. Conference “Identifying the research basis for 
sustainable development of the mountain regions in Southeastern Europe” organized by 
the Institute of Geography, Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, and the Austrian Science 
and Research Liaison Office (Ljubljana and Sofia). 

2010 26-29 August: Timisoara, Romania. SEEmore: Networking and strategy conference. 

 18-19 November: Launch of the BalkanGEONet. FP7 project devoted to Balkan 
countries data for the Global Earth Observation Initiatives. 

2011 9 March, Brdo: Ministers and high-level representatives from Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Croatia, Montenegro, Serbia, and Slovenia sign the “Resolution on the 
Sustainable Develpoment of the Dinaric Arc Region” 

  
 

Caucasus 
 

1990 23 August: Armenia declares independence, becoming the first non-Baltic republic to 
secede from the Soviet Union. Armenia's independence is officially recognized 
following the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. 

1991 9 April:  Georgia declares independence 

 18 October: The Supreme Council of Azerbaijan adopts a Declaration of Independence 
which was  affirmed by a nationwide referendum in December 1991, when the Soviet 
Union was officially dissolved. 
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1994 May: The Karabakh war (February 1988 to May 1994) ends after a Russian-brokered 
cease-fire is put in place. The war was a success for the Karabakh Armenian forces who 
managed to capture 16% of Azerbaijan's internationally recognized territory including 
Nagorno-Karabakh itself. Since then, Armenia and Azerbaijan have held peace talks, 
mediated by the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). The 
status of Karabakh has yet to be determined.  

2000 March: REC Caucasus is officially registered as an independent, not-for-profit, non-
advocacy foundation in Tbilisi, Georgia. It was established within the framework of the 
“Environment for Europe Process” based on the decision made at the Sofia Ministerial 
Conference in 1995. The founding document of REC Caucasus (its Charter) was signed 
in September 1999 by the governments of Azerbaijan, Armenia, Georgia and the 
European Union. 

2001 26-27 June: First Meeting of the Authorized Representatives on the Development of a 
Legal Instrument for the Protection of the Caucasus Mountain Ecosystem meets in 
Yerevan and adopts a resolution, recognizing the need of a legal instrument. 

 WWF publishes Biodiversity of the Caucasus Ecoregion: an Analysis of Biodiversity 
and Current Threats and Initial Investment Portfolio, the precursor of the Ecoregional 
Conservation Plan.  

 20 September 20 – 4 October 4: At the World International Mountain Symposium in 
Interlaken, Switzerland, the potential of a mountain convention for the Caucasus is 
discussed 

2002 In response to IYM-related requests from countries in Central an dEastern Eruope, as 
well as in Central Asia, UNEP-ROE launches the «European Mountain Initiative», 
comprising three projects for the Carpathians, the Caucasus, and Central Asia, with the 
Alpine Convention providing examples and lessons. 

 UNEP-GRID Tbilisi publishes the Caucasus Environmental Outlook, the result of work 
by experts from four countries: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia and Russia. The major 
objectives of the CEO are to report on the status of the Caucasus environment, identify 
ongoing socio-economic "driving forces" and offer an integrated look at regional 
economic and environmental trends and appropriate policy measures for the last 30-year 
period 

 March: As a contribution to IYM, a collaboration between the Russian Institute of 
Geography and the Institute for Alpine Research in Garmisch/Partenkirchen, A. Gunya 
and T. Bausch publish a report that is critical of the potential for applying the Alpine 
Convention model to the Caucasus 

 21-22 March: A second meeting to negotiate the text of a convention is held in Tbilisi 

 26-29 March: The third meeting is held in Berchtesgaden, in conjunction with 
respresentatives from the Alps and the Carpathians 

2003 May: The Environment and Security (ENVSEC) Initiative is launched at the fifth 
Environment for Europe Ministerial Conference in Kiev in May 2003 as a joint 
initiative of the OSCE, UNEP and UNDP (later joined by UNECE, the Regional 
Environmental Centre for Central and Eastern Europe (REC) and NATO, as an 
associate partner. ENVSEC works in four areas: natural resources and security risk 
management; hazardous substances and environment and security risk reduction; 
population pressure on environmental security and climate change adaptation; and 
information on environment and security and participation in risk management. The 
regional desk office function for the South Caucasus (Armenia, Azerbaijan and 
Georgia) is performed by OSCE. 
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 July: REC Caucasus organizes a conference, Sustainable Development of Mountainous 
Regions of the Caucasus, attended by some 200 representatives of governmental 
authorities, NGOs, and scientific experts from Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Russia 
and Turkey. The conference recommends that “the solution of the existing 
environmental problems and the addressing of the challenges related to the rational use 
of natural resources are only possible subject to the inter-sectoral, interregional and 
interstate cooperation, which could serve as the basis for drafting in the future the 
Caucasus Convention as a guarantor of the social, economic and environmental security 
of the mountainous regions of the Caucasus.” 

 23 November: Georgian President Eduard Shevardnadze is forced to resign following 
the “Rose Revolution” (led by Mikheil Saakashvili) brought on by widespread protests 
over the disputed parliamentary elections. 

2004 April: Establishment and 1st meeting of the Caucasus Biodiversity Council (CBC; also 
referred to as Ecoregional Council for Biodiversity) as the only regional coordination 
body consisting of officially nominated government representatives and NGO delegates 
from all six  countries of the [WWF-defined, see map at end] ecoregion. The council 
invites academics to participate in its meetings, which are organized twice a year. The 
CBC promotes and monitors the implementation of the Caucasus Ecoregional 
Conservation Plan. 

 October: The ENVSEC's South Caucasus Regional Assessment Report is endorsed by 
the Ministers of Environment of each country at the South Caucasus sub-regional 
Environment for Europe Meeting in Tbilisi 

2005 March: 2nd meeting of the Caucasus Biodiversity Council 

 14-15 December: Supported by Italy and serviced by UNEP (Frits Schlingemann chairs 
the meeting), representatives of the Ministries for the Environment and Ministries for 
Foreign Affairs of Azerbaijan, Georgia, Iran, Russia and Turkey (Armenia was unable 
to attend because of technical problems) meet at EURAC in Bolzano at the meeting 
“Sharing the experience: Capacity Building on Legal Instruments for the Protection and 
Sustainable Development of the Mountain Regions in the Caucasus” held in the context 
of the Mountain Partnership. Participants are briefed on the collaboration and work 
under the Alpine and Carpathian conventions, and resolve that they are “aiming at 
involvement of all Caucasian countries, other interested countries and international 
organizations in cooperation processes for development of a legal instrument on 
sustainable development, with special emphasis on sustainable land use, and protection 
of the Caucasian mountainous ecosystems.” 

2006 9-11 March:  Ministerial conference “Nature Protection in the Caucasus: Promoting 
Transboundary Cooperation for CBD Implementation” in Berlin, organized by the 
Ecologic Institute for International and European Environmental Policy, with support 
from the Bundesamt für Wirtschaftliche Entwicklung und Zusammenarbeit, WWF and 
KfW. 

 May: Publication of the 2nd edition of the Ecoregional Conservation Plan, which is the 
outcome of a series of stakeholder workshops held from 2000-2003, combined with 
background reports and assessments coordinated by the WWF Caucasus Programme 
Office. 



25 

 August: As part of the Mountain Partnership project “Sustainable Development of 
Mountain Regions of the Caucasus – Local Agenda 21” (promoted since 2004 by the 
Ministries for the Environment of Germany and Liechtenstein and co-ordinated by the 
Regional Environmental Centres for southern Caucasus and Russia), representatives of 
eight villages from Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and the Russian Federation sign a 
MoU establishing a cross-border community network modelled on the “Alliance in the 
Alps.” 

 October: Establishment of the Caucasus Cooperation Center (IUCN) 

 14 November: Adoption of Action Plans for the South Caucasus countries, developed 
under the European Neighbourhood Policy, specifically mentioning regional 
cooperation and sustainable development as one of the conditions for the integration of 
the countries into the European Community. 

2007 17-18 January: ENVSEC Regional South Caucasus Meeting in Tbilisi 

 15-16 November: high-level representatives of Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Iran, 
Russia and Turkey meet in Vaduz (at the invitation of the Ministry of Environmental 
Affairs, Land Use Planning, Agriculture and Forestry of Liechtenstein and UNEP; the 
meeting takes place in the context of an ENVSEC-cofunded and UNEP implemented 
project) => Vaduz Ministerial Statement on the Caucasus Convention “to strengthen 
partnerships […] for the protection and sustainable development of the mountain 
regions of the Caucasus (and to “welcome the sharing of experience with the Alpine 
and Carpathian Conventions, inter alia, within the Mountain Partnership”). 

2008 August: South Ossetia War between Georgia and a grouping of Russia, South Ossetia, 
and Abkhazia. Russian forces have remained in South Ossetia and Abkhazia, the 
independence of which it soon recognized. Georgia has maintained that Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia are under Russian occupation and remain, legally, part of Georgia. 

 October: Working Meeting of Representatives of Ministries of Environment and 
Foreign Affairs of the Caucasus Region in Lagodekhi, Georgia). 

 The Caucasus Nature Fund (CNF) is launched with support from WWF, Conservation 
International, and the German government. CNF has a current endowment of $20 
million and is able to offer grants totaling $1.5 million annually 

2009 28-29 April: Government-Nominated Experts of Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Iran, 
Russia and Turkey meet in Bolzano to discuss and revise a background paper developed 
by UNEP and the REC Caucasus “related to [the] promotion of sustainable 
development in the mountainous parts of the region.” The paper refers to the Caucasus 
as “a single space (both as a natural system and a historical and cultural macro-region).” 
Participating countries recognize and reaffirm the role of UNEP, REC Caucasus, 
Russian REC and REC Turkey. 

2010 Launching of the Caucasus Biodiversity Monitoring Network covering Armenia, 
Azerbaijan and Georgia and aiming to extend to include the whole ecoregion. This is 
the first biodiversity monitoring tool at regional level (WWF 2012). 

 The Caucasus Biodiversity Council (CBC) with support of WWF Caucasus Programme 
Office finalizes the revised Ecoregional Conservation Plan. 

2011 Implementation of the CBD’s Programme of Work on Protected Areas (PoWPA) in the 
Caucasus is reviewed in five countries of the Caucasus Ecoregion (Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia, Russia and Turkey.). The review reaffirms the importance of 
“national and regional level partnerships of donors, governments, scientists and civil 
society” to assist governments in delivering on CBD Protected Areas commitments 
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2012 Under the aegis of the Caucasus Biodiversity Council, the WWF and the MAVA 
Foundation release Delivering on CBD Commitments: Caucasus Ecoregion as a product 
of the 2007-2011 Protected Areas for a Living Planet (PA4LP) project. According to 
the report, “the Caucasus Ecoregion / Hotspot spans 580,000 km2 of mountains in 
Eurasia, between the Black and the Caspian seas. It includes all of Armenia, Azerbaijan 
and Georgia, the North Caucasus portion of the Russian Federation, north-eastern 
Turkey and part of north-western Iran.” 

 Publication of the Ecoregion Conservation Plan (WWF and CBC). 

 June: Regional meeting towards the establishment of a network for scientific 
cooperation in the Caucasus, held in Tbilisi, resulting in the Tbilisi Declaration 
establishing the Scientific Network for the Caucasus Mountain Region (SNC-mt) and 
calling for the nomination of representatives to a working group to define the terms of 
references of the network. 

 

Central Asia 

1998 International Year of Mountains approved by the UN AG, on a proposition from 
Kyrgyzstan 

2000 Central Asian Mountain Partnership (CAMP) aims to promote sustainable mountain 
development by encouraging a more economically, ecologically and socially 
sustainable use of mountain resources. It is active in Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and 
Kazakhstan, mainly through local development projects. Funded by Swiss Agency for 
Development and Cooperation (SDC) until 2008, the organization continues as three 
independent national NGOs since then. 

2000 University of Central Asia: creation by a treaty signed by the Presidents of Tajikistan, 
the Kyrgyz Republic, and Kazakhstan, and His Highness the Aga Khan signed the 
International Treaty and Charter establishing this secular and private University; ratified 
by the respective parliaments, and registered with the United Nations. 

2002 Bishkek Global Mountain Summit, main event of the International Year of Mountains. 
It was held in Bishkek Kyrgyzstan. 

2002 Central Asia Mountain Charter: signed by  Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Kazakhstan. 
International agreement with the aim of promoting sustainable mountain development 
in the region. 

2003 Alliance of Central Asian Mountain Communities (AGOCA): This Central Asian 
community network is active in the field of sustainable development in mountain 
communities and knowledge-sharing at the community level. With a programme of 
mutual visits, excursions and information-sharing, the organisation has become a 
platform for good practice and successful projects. It was created on the model of the 
alpine network “Alliance in the Alps”. 

2007 Regional Mountain Centre for Central Asia: creation by the Decision of the Inter-State 
Sustainable Development Commission of the Central Asian States (Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan). Goal of the RMCCA according 
to the Charter is to foster cooperation of the states of central Asia on conservation of the 
mountain ecosystems, sustainable use of their natural resources and improving social 
and economic conditions of the population living in mountain regions including 
provision of scientific and informational support and training of specialists. 

2007 The PALM project (“Sustainable Land Management in the High Pamir and Pamir-Alai 
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Mountains”) is a transboundary initiative of the governments of Tajikistan and 
Kyrgyzstan. It aims to restore, sustain, and enhance the productive and protective 
functions of the trans-boundary ecosystems of the High Pamir and Pamir-Alai 
Mountains. Funded until 2007. Is considering to continue the work as NGO. 

2011 Mountain Societies Research Institute (University of Central Asia) 

 
 


