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A distinguishing characteristic of the closing years of the twentieth century is the universal
recognition among the peoples of the world of the need for an ethic of sustainability. For
example, the Rio Declaration, adopted by the member states of the United Nations at the 1992
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, reflects broad agreement on the
principles that must guide efforts to achieve harmony between human activities and the earth’s
environment (1). The Declaration recognizes the ecological unity of the planet, the global
interdependence of human activities and natural processes, the relationship between long-term
economic progress and environmental protection, and the right of all people to “a healthy and
productive life in harmony with nature”. Widespread acceptance of the such principles has
fostered international cooperation in formulating and implementing treaties on biological
diversity, forests, climate change, desertification, stratospheric ozone, marine pollution, and other
environmental issues. At the national level, this ethic is reflected in policies that encourage multi
sector cooperation in balancing environmental, economic, and cultural considerations in achieving
sustainable development. Government agencies and other interests concerned with natural
resources have initiated cooperative programs, and expanded ongoing efforts, to manage
resources holistically on an ecosystem basis. At regional scales, effective cooperation among
diverse interests is now being demonstrated in large geographic areas, such as air sheds,
watersheds, regional planning districts, ecoregions, and landscapes. The extent of these areas
depends on the spatial and temporal scales of the particular issues of concern and the goals of the
cooperating agencies and organizations. Locally, the ethic is motivating the cooperative efforts of
neighborhoods and communities in managing their small areas of the planet to sustain a healthy
environment that meets the needs of local people.

For more than two decades, UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere Program (MAB) has been
facilitating cooperation among policy makers, resource users, and natural and social scientists to
foster sustainability at scales from local to global. To demonstrate the benefits of this
cooperation, MAB is building a global network of biosphere reserves. Biosphere reserves focus
attention on geographic areas that can serve as models for integrating conservation and
sustainable development locally, while providing relevant information, technologies and
experience to help solve regional and global environmental problems (2, 3).

Origins of MAB and the Biosphere Reserve Concept

The Man and the Biosphere Program (MAB) was launched by the United Nations Educational,
Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in 1970 to facilitate intergovernmental
cooperation in fostering harmonious relationships between humans and the biosphere. MAB was
the first deliberate international initiative to find ways to achieve sustainable development (4).



