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The Trails to 2002
The International Year of Mountains - and beyond

A re mountains important? The answer depends very much on who you
are. For mountaineers, challenge and camaraderie are important values

of mountains - though, in the Alpine Journal, the main emphasis is gener
ally on the highest parts of the mountains, composed of rock, snow, and
ice. We also value mountains as places to escape from the stresses of every
day life, and for their beauty. Yet to get to the high points, we usually pass
through the inhabited parts of the mountains, and many of us are increas
ingly aware of how we can affect mountain environments, economies, and
cultures. Mountaineering values are only one facet of why mountains are
important, a global importance recognised by the UN General Assembly's
declaration of the year 2002 as The International Year of Mountains.

Until relatively recently, most people - including international policy
makers - tended to regard mountains as eternal, remote, and unchangeable.
Media coverage usually focused on dramatic mountaineering exploits, and
human and 'natural' disasters. Yet, increasingly, a different view of moun
tains has begun to emerge - that they are fragile: endangered by pollution
and climate change (especially the glaciers!), overuse by tourists, damage
from ski area developers and 'development agencies' and, in many coun
tries, population growth linked to deforestation and the erosion of soils.
Linked to this view has been growing concern about the quality of life of
mountain people, who are not insignificant by any measure. They com
prise nearly one-tenth of the human population, including many of the last
remnants of traditional cultures on Earth.

Today, mountains should no longer be regarded as distant places, of little
importance except to those who live there and those who visit them. A
glance through the adverts in any mountain magazine shows that tourism
companies offer trips to almost every mountain range in the world.
Mountains are second only to coasts and islands as tourist destinations,
and 15-20% of the global tourist industry - $70-90 billion a year - is
associated with mountain tourism. But tourism is only one aspect of the
increasing integration of mountains into the global economic and political
system - an integration that reflects their global importance. The reasons
are clear. Mountain regions occupy almost a quarter of the Earth's land
surface. They supply water, hydro-electric power, minerals, soil nutrients,
timber and fuelwood, agricultural products, and places for tourism and

43



44 THE ALPINE JOURNAL 2001

recreation to more than half of the world's population. They are centres of
biological diversity - housing not only wild species, but also the progenitors
of many of the world's main food crops, a heritage of increasing importance
as populations grow and the climate changes ever more rapidly. Many
mountains are also borders and, as the inhabitants of Afghanistan, Kashmir,
Kosovo, Kurdistan and many other mountain states and regions know to
their cost, these regions are often militarised zones, where the well-being
of mountain people plays second fiddle to political imperatives.

Although mountains supply many resources, as well as manpower, to
neighbouring lowlands - and often more distant places - most have always
been economically and politically marginal. There are exceptions, especially
in the tropics where mountains usually have a more equable climate and a
healthier environment than the lowlands. Few mountain countries are major
players on the world stage, and mountain regions are usually far from capital
cities - not just in terms of distance, but also in the minds of politicians. To
start changing these perspectives, a small group of scientists and people
from 'development agencies' formed the informal Mountain Agenda in 1990,
with the aim of putting mountains on the agenda of the UN Conference on
Environment and Development - The Earth Summit - due to take place in
Rio de Janeiro in June 1992. With funding from the Swiss government,
Mountain Agenda produced a draft chapter on sustainable development in
mountain areas. In 1991 this was introduced into the preparatory meetings
for Rio.

The Earth Summit was the largest-ever gathering of heads of state and
government. One of their actions was to endorse 'Agenda 21 " a plan for
action into the 21 st century. Chapter 13 of 'Agenda 21 ' - 'Managing Fragile
Ecosystems: Sustainable Mountain Development' - was based on Mountain
Agenda's draft. Its inclusion in 'Agenda 21' effectively made mountain
people and their environments a priority for global attention comparable
to the depletion of tropical rainforests, desertification, ozone depletion,
and climate change.

After the Earth Summit, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO) took responsibility for implementing Chapter 13. In 1994, FAO
convened a task force of UN and other organisations that has met more or
less annually; the World Mountaineering and Climbing Federation (UIAA)
has participated since 1996. One of the task force's first recommendations
was that inter-governmental consultations should take place in each region
of the world, to encourage the exchange of experiences and increase aware
ness of common problems and possible solutions. From 1994 to 1996 such
consultations took place on four continents, bringing together
representatives from 62 countries and the European Union. The meetings
all produced documents which provide overviews of issues of concern in
the different countries, and final statements which identify areas for priority
action. During the 1990s, a number of countries, including Bulgaria,
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Macedonia, Romania, Slovenia, and Vietnam, established national-level
institutions whose aims contribute to sustainable mountain development.
Similar sub-national or local institutions have been created in other
countries, such as Honduras, South Africa, and the United Kingdom (the
Cairngorms Partnership). There are also a number of recent national laws
(eg in Bulgaria, Italy, and Japan) and sub-national or local legal, land use,
and planning instruments (eg in Austria, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland,
Norway, Spain) which provide various means of support for mountain
communities.

A second recommendation was that non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) should be more closely involved in implementing Chapter 13. The
principal outcome of this was the holding of non-governmental con
sultations both at global scales, and in Europe and the Indian Himalaya.
The global meeting led to the establishment, in 1995, of the Mountain
Forum, a global network for information exchange, mutual support, and
advocacy for equitable and ecologically sustainable mountain development
and conservation. It primarily functions through the use of the Internet,
which is increasingly accessible in mountain areas all over the world; the
Forum now links over 2000 members in over 100 countries. The European
meeting was preceded by a questionnaire sent to over 5000 mountain
NGOs across Europe, which achieved the very high response rate of 20%
- reflecting not only the high level of concern among the respondents, but
also the fact that the questionnaire was distributed in 16 languages; linguis
tic diversity is also characteristic of mountain areas. The meeting led to the
European Mountain Forum, the European partner of the Mountain Forum,
with nodes organised by NGOs in various parts of Europe.

All of these meetings and new structures and policies have led to a certain
increase in public and political awareness of the importance of mountain
areas. This is reflected to some extent in the greater attention given by
some development aid agencies to mountain areas and in their recognition
as a priority by the Global Environment Facility (GEF), a global financing
mechanism operated by the World Bank and the UN Development and
Environment Programmes, leading to major investments in mountain
regions. Awareness has also been heightened by the many 'natural disasters'
- often with at least partially human causes - that have struck mountain
areas in recent years, particularly in Latin America and Africa, but also in
Europe, where floods and storms have affected both large parts of mountain
areas and those downstream. Yet, at the turn of the millennium, many of
the challenges facing mountain people - such as limited access to resources,
environmental deterioration, and economic and political marginality - still
persist. This was the background to the movement, led by the government
of Kyrgyzstan, to declare an International Year of Mountains (IYM): a
movement eventually supported by 130 states in the UN General Assembly
when it declared in November 1998 that 2002 would be the IYM.
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The objectives of the IYM are to:

ensure the present and future well-being of mountain communities
by promoting conservation and sustainable development in
mountain areas;
increase awareness of, and knowledge of, mountain ecosystems,
their dynamics and functioning, and their overriding importance
in providing a number of strategic goods and services essential to
the well-being of both rural and urban, highland and lowland
people, particularly water supply and food security;
promote and defend the cultural heritage of mountain communities
and societies;
pay attention to frequent conflicts in mountain areas and to promote
peace-making in those regions.

What will be particularly critical is for the Year to be not just another series
of events, but a further catalyst to actions which lead to concrete long-term
improvements both for mountain people and in the environments on which
they and a large proportion of the world's population depend.

In various countries around the world, national committees and other
structures are being established to plan and implement activities during the
IYM. At the time of writing (July 200 I), such structures had been established
in Australia, Austria, Bolivia, Bulgaria, Dominican Republic, Ecuador,
France, Gabon, Germany, Italy, Kyrgyzstan, Madagascar, Mexico,
Morocco, Nepal, Peru, Slovenia, Swaziland and Tunisia. While the UK.
government has indicated that it does not intend to establish such a structure,
activities are developing in Scotland, where Scottish Natural Heritage,
various NGOs, and the Cairngorms Parmership have provided the funds
to support a project officer, Andrew Macpherson, who will work out of the
Centre for Mountain Studies at Perth College, within the developing events,
to involve both NGOs and the private and the public sector, throughout the
year. These will aim to raise public awareness of the ecological and human
importance and role of mountains; promote debate about their future and
change towards more sustainable use; and encourage links between NGOs,
government agencies and the private sector with an interest in mountains
in order to facilitate more 'joined up thinking' and action in relation to
sustainable mountain use and development.

These events should link closely to the two international meetings on
mountain themes planned to take place in Scotland in 2002. The first of
these will be the 3rd European Mountain Convention, to take place in
Inverness in May; the second will be a conference on conservation and
management in the mountains of northern Europe, in Pitlochry in
November. At the global scale, the UIAA has established a working group
for the IYM, and is planning a series of activities, including preparation of



THE TRAILS TO 2002 47

a charter, codes of conduct for expeditions or trekking groups, histories of
mountaineering and ski a1pinism, and various seminars.

The IYM represents a special opportunity for people who live in
mountains and those who visit the mountains to give greater attention to
their common interests and to work together to raise awareness of the
manifold importance of mountains to a very large proportion of the world's
population. 2002 comes just at the beginning of a century during which the
importance of mountains as sources of water, energy, food, enjoyment,
and challenge will increase for the inhabitants of an ever more urbanised
and unpredictable world. Mountaineers often debate ethical issues, though
the focus has generally been on how we should behave on rock, snow and
ice. I hope that 2002 will provide an opportunity for all of us to give even
greater consideration to the needs and efforts of mountain people who
maintain the landscapes and cultures that are so important to us.
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