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1989
■  CIEL is launched and opens offices in 

Washington, D.C. and Kings College, 
London.

■  The Ford Foundation gives CIEL its first 
grant, to provide international environmental 
law expertise to developing countries in the 
negotiation of the climate change regime, 
for example, facilitating the creation of the 
Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS). 

■ CIEL designs a specialization in international 
environmental law at the American 
University’s Washington College of Law.

1990
■  CIEL’s annual operating budget tops 

$100,000.

■ CIEL receives funding from the Charles 
Stewart Mott Foundation and the German 
Marshall Fund of the United States 
to influence the establishment of the 
European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development. Along with European groups, 
CIEL successfully lobbies for the European 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development 
to become the first international financial 
institution with “environmentally sound and 
sustainable development” in its mandate.

■  CIEL holds its first precedent-setting
Christmas Party. 

CIEL accomplished many extraordinary achievements during its first 20 years—
fulfilling its mission to protect the environment and human health, and ensure a just 
and sustainable society through the creation, strengthening, and implementation of 
international law and institutions.  

These achievements embody CIEL’s strategic priorities to: protect the global environment 
and human health; reform international economic law, policy, and institutions so 
that they support sustainable development and environmental protection; promote 
human rights and environmental justice; institute sound international environmental 
governance; and build expertise and capacity in environmental law.  

Some of CIEL’s achievements occurred with CIEL speaking with its own voice, some 
with CIEL speaking with the voices of others, and some with CIEL speaking through the 
voices of others. Each achievement was based on principles of ecology and justice, on 
CIEL’s commitment to respect local communities and to live within the limits of the 
global ecosystem, and on its belief in the critical importance of transparency and public 
participation. Each was possible because of the dedication of CIEL’s diverse and highly 
skilled staff and CIEL’s unique expertise in international law, institutions, and processes.  

A selection of CIEL’s achievements and milestones over the past two decades:
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1991
■ CIEL provides Greenpeace with a report on 

U.S. law restricting the export of chemicals 
used in manufacturing of chemical and 
biological weapons.

■ CIEL launches its Trade and Environment 
Program, with support from the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).

1992
■  CIEL launches a Joint Research Program 

in International Environmental Law with the 
American University’s Washington College 
of Law.

■ CIEL cosponsors with EPA and the National 
Academy of Engineering a conference on 
corporate environmental leadership.

■ CIEL submits an amicus curiae brief in 
the U.S. Supreme Court case, Defenders 
of Wildlife v. Lujan, arguing that U.S. 
environmental laws should presumptively 
apply extraterritorially.

1993
■  CIEL, with Environmental Defense, the 

Bank Information Center, and other groups, 
successfully convinces the World Bank to 
establish the precedent-setting World Bank 
Inspection Panel.

■  With the Sierra Club and other U.S. 
environmental groups, CIEL launches the 
Biodiversity Action Network (BIONET), a 
network of NGOs dedicated to promoting 
ratification and implementation of the 
Convention on Biological Diversity.  

■  CIEL and Greenpeace edit Freedom for the 
Seas in the Twenty-first Century: Ocean 
Governance and Environmental Harmony 
(Island Press, 1993), co-winner of the 1994 
Sprout Award for best book on international 
environmental affairs.

■  CIEL edits Trade and the Environment: 
Law, Economics and Policy, the first book 
on the relationship between trade and the 
environment (Island Press, 1993).

1994
■ CIEL assists Gustavo Alanis in creating 

the Centro Mexicano Derecho Ambiental 
(CEMDA), the first public interest 
environmental law organization in Mexico.

■ CIEL testifies before the U.S. House of 
Representatives on the effectiveness of the 
Global Environment Facility.

■ CIEL places an environmental law advisor 
in Moscow and launches a Russian 
environmental law reform project with 
USAID support.

1995
■ CIEL’s Geneva office opens to focus on the 

World Trade Organization (WTO), where 
international trade rules are negotiated, 
monitored, and enforced.

■ CIEL and other groups lead a campaign that 
persuaded the Conference of Parties of the 
Convention on Biological Diversity to adopt 
recommendations for marine and coastal 
conservation in the “Jakarta Mandate.”
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1996
■ CIEL assists the Convention on Biological 

Diversity Secretariat in analyzing the 
relationship between intellectual property 
rights and the Convention on Biological 
Diversity.

■ CIEL pushes for greater transparency at 
the WTO and issues the Handbook for 
Obtaining Documents from the World Trade 
Organization.

1997
■  An independent report finds that IFC 

covered up environmental and social 
impacts of the Pangue dam in Chile. The 
report was commissioned by World Bank 
President James Wolfensohn in response 
to a petition brought by the Grupo Accion 
del Biobio with CIEL’s assistance. Also, the 
World Bank Board of Directors authorized an 
inspection into the massive (and massively 
corrupt) Yacyreta dam on the borders of 
Argentina and Paraguay. CIEL had assisted 
Sobrevivencia, a Paraguayan organization, in 
filing the inspection panel claim.

■ CIEL publishes its first Citizens’ Guide to the 
World Bank Inspection Panel.

■ CIEL, with the Center for Marine 
Conservation and other NGOs, submits an 
amicus curiae (friend of the court) brief to the 
WTO Dispute Settlement Panel addressing 
the shrimp/turtle controversy.

1998
■ CIEL provides its legal analysis and support 

to the international effort that defeats the 
Multilateral Agreement on Investment.

■ CIEL launches its Human Rights and 
Environment Program.

■ CIEL “steals” the Margarita Man for our 
Christmas party from Ozone Action. 

1999
■ CIEL helps to organize a civil society 

workshop in Indonesia to showcase 10 
Indonesian case studies on community-
based natural resource management and 
property rights.  

■ CIEL and the Bank Information Center 
prompt the first-ever public hearing before 
the World Bank’s Board of Directors in a 
process that leads to the strengthening of 
the Inspection Panel.  

■ CIEL provides support to the Philippines-
based Legal Rights and Natural Resources 
Center—Kasama sa Kalikasan (LRC-KSK) in 
a U.S. Supreme Court hearing that upheld 
the constitutionality of the Indigenous 
Peoples Rights Act (IPRA) of 1997.

■ CIEL files, with the International Human 
Rights Law Group, an amicus curiae brief in 
the Inter-American Court of Human Rights 
on behalf of the Awas Tingni Mayagna 
indigenous community of Nicaragua.  

■ CIEL writes the Handbook on Genetically 
Modified Organisms and the WTO, 
published by the Consumers’ Choice 
Council. 

■ Professor Louis Sohn attends the CIEL 
Christmas party “to see what all the 
commotion is about.”

Milestones
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2000
■ CIEL, widely known among negotiators as 

the “compliance NGO,” pushes hard to get 
both the United States and the European 
Union to agree to strong compliance and 
monitoring provisions in the climate regime. 

■ CIEL leads a campaign to protect big-
leaf mahogany under the Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered Species 
(CITES).  The resulting working group on the 
conservation of mahogany eventually leads 
to its protection under CITES.  

■ CIEL submits comments and delivered 
testimony on the guidelines implementing 
Executive Order 13010, issued by President 
Clinton in the fall of 1999, which mandates 
environmental reviews for all future trade 
agreements.  

■ CIEL files a petition to the Commission 
for Environmental Cooperation (CEC), 
demonstrating that the United States 
systematically fails to enforce the Migratory 
Bird Treaty Act against logging companies. 
The CEC Secretariat issues its report 
confirming CIEL’s allegations in 2003.

■ CIEL, with the Center for Human Rights and 
Environment in Argentina, represents the 
Wichi indigenous communities in Argentina 
in their successful efforts to halt a major road 
that would have divided their territory.  

■ CIEL serves as the rapporteur for an expert’s 
group convened by UNEP to develop the 
third Montevideo Programme—UNEP’s ten-
year program for strengthening international 
environmental law.  

2001 
■ CIEL supports the International POPs 

Elimination Network in negotiations regarding 
a global treaty to curb DDT, PCBs, and other 
persistent organic pollutants; the Stockholm 
POPs Convention is signed in 2001.  

■ CIEL along with Earth Justice and others 
petitions to file an amicus brief in the 
Methanex Corp. arbitration, a precedent-
setting attempt to open the Chapter 11 
arbitration process to the civil society.

■ CIEL, together with its Argentine partner, 
CEDHA, and other colleagues throughout 
the hemisphere, drafts and pushes for 
the successful passage of a Ministerial 
resolution stating that the OAS is interested 
in exploring and promoting the integration of 
human rights and environment.

2002
■ CIEL organizes and serves as the 

secretariat of the bi-annual conference of 
the International Network on Environmental 
Compliance and Enforcement, in which 
hundreds of enforcement officials from 
around the world discussed emerging 
practices and approaches to implementing 
and enforcing environmental law.  

■ CIEL wins a U.S. District Court ruling under 
the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) 
that the Bush Administration must release 
U.S. and foreign government positions in 
trade negotiations with potential impacts 
on domestic public health, labor, and 
environmental laws. 

■ CIEL organizes other environmental NGOS 
to urge U.S. ratification of the Convention on 
the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination 
Against Women.
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2003
■ CIEL assists in settling the BioBio case before 

the Inter-American Court of Human Rights 
on precedent-setting terms favorable to the 
indigenous people being displaced by the dam.

■ CIEL helps to organize and participates in 
an international NGO tribunal in Brazil that 
condemns the violation of rights of landless 
workers and the environment.

■ CIEL investigates the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
pipeline in Turkey and submits comments 
criticizing the proposed IFC funding.  

■ CIEL assists InFact and other public interest 
organizations during negotiations (including 
proposed language ultimately adopted in 
the treaty) in blocking the United States’ 
attempt to gut the Framework Convention 
on Tobacco Control. 

■ CIEL launches an Award for Outstanding 
Contributions to the Development of 
International Environmental Law.

2004
■ CIEL co-organizes All-Asia Public Interest 

Environmental Law Conference, bringing 
together more than 50 public interest 
lawyers from around the region.  

■ CIEL and other groups submit comments 
criticizing the U.S. draft model bilateral 
investment treaty.  

■ CIEL announces the creation of the Louis B. 
Sohn Fellowship in Human Rights and the 
Environment.

■ CIEL and American University’s Washington 
College of Law host international conference 
on prior informed consent (PIC), including 
issues of access and benefit sharing. 

2005
■ CIEL convinces the World Bank to revise 

its proposed Country Systems Approach, 
which will in large part supplant the Bank’s 
reliance on its own substantive policies, in 
important ways that, inter alia, will benefit 
project-affected local communities.

■ CIEL obtains the first ruling from a panel 
operating under the International Centre for 
Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSID) 
that the panel has the inherent power to 
accept and consider amicus curiae briefs, 
even over the objection of the parties.

■ CIEL produces an in-depth analysis of 
financial mechanisms in connection with the 
Rotterdam Convention on Prior Informed 
Consent (regarding trade in hazardous 
chemicals), which forms the basis for inter-
governmental discussions.

■ CIEL publishes a report on how international 
law can be used to protect children’s health.

■ CIEL prepares influential papers that assist 
developing countries during negotiations at 
the WTO and the World Intellectual Property 
Organization in Geneva.

■ CIEL represents North American civil 
society at the United Nations Environment 
Programme Governing Council and 
associated meetings and, in the process, 
contributes to progress in dealing with 
mercury contamination.

■ CIEL prepares a database on Community-
Based Property Rights (CBPRs), including 
constitutional, statutory, and regulatory 
provisions, as well as case law.
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2006
■ CIEL protects the human rights of 

indigenous communities in San Mateo, Peru, 
from mining contamination and, in particular, 
Margarita Pérez Anchiraico, who received 
death threats for her efforts to protect her 
people, and obtains the first ruling from 
the Inter-American Commission on Human 
Rights (IACHR) that pollution can violate 
human rights.

■ CIEL begins to change the paradigm of 
climate change to include human rights 
and seeks to hold the U.S. Government 
accountable for shirking its responsibilities 
to reduce global warming pollution by filing, 
with Earthjustice, a petition in the IACHR 
asserting that the devastating impacts of 
global warming in the Arctic violate the 
human rights of the Inuit.

■ CIEL helps foil efforts in the U.S. Congress 
to undermine environmental and health 
protections under the guise of implementing 
an important chemicals treaty by testifying 
before Congress; educating congressional 
staff; alerting the press; and organizing 
environmental health, labor, nursing, and 
other civil society organizations.

■ CIEL’s advocacy for transparency, public 
participation, and accountability at ICSID 
results in the adoption of revised rules 
containing precedent-setting improvements 
in those areas.

■ CIEL helps protect communities from 
hazardous waste dumping by submitting an 
amicus curiae brief at the WTO in support of 
Brazil’s ban on the import of retreaded tires.

■ CIEL works to ensure that potentially 
affected communities engage in a 
consultative, open, and informed dialogue 

through an emerging doctrine of PIC, and 
the associated doctrine of Free, Prior and 
Informed Consent (FPIC) for indigenous 
peoples, with respect to protected areas 
and access and benefit sharing.  

2007
■ CIEL organizes and testifies at a hearing 

of the IACHR concerning the devastating 
impacts of global warming on human rights, 
as in the case of the Inuit people in the 
Arctic; and CIEL drafts the Declaration on 
the Human Dimension of Climate Change 
for the Republic of the Maldives, which was 
adopted at a ministerial conference attended 
by member countries of the Alliance of Small 
Island States (AOSIS). These and other CIEL 
activities are critical to achieving the now-
universal recognition that climate change 
impacts human rights.  

■ CIEL advocates greater transparency, 
public participation, and accountability in 
UNCITRAL’s often-used arbitration rules as 
applied to arbitrations involving States, and 
prepares an analytic framework supporting 
that and similar advocacy in other 
international dispute settlement mechanisms 
and rules.

■ CIEL organizes an international strategy 
session for NGOs on ways to leverage 
European Union law to protect human health 
around the world.

■ CIEL organizes a dialogue at the WTO 
Forum in Geneva regarding the critical 
relationship between WTO agreements and 
other international law, including multilateral 
environmental agreements.   

■ CIEL presents a legal analysis of 
International Financial Institutions’ (IFIs) 
human rights responsibilities at an IACHR 
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hearing and elaborates how the IACHR 
should engage IFIs regarding human rights.

■ CIEL develops a general template for 
communities to articulate procedures that 
they expect project proponents to use 
to seek their prior informed consent, and 
supports communities in Ethiopia, Peru, and 
Ecuador to develop specific PIC procedures 
for their community.

■ CIEL produces an analysis of how to hold 
IFIs accountable for complying with gender-
related policies that is used in a two-week 
global workshop of women’s rights activists.

■ CIEL submits influential amicus curiae briefs 
in two important investment cases:  Biwater 
v. Tanzania, advocating the responsibilities 
of foreign investors where human rights 
or sustainable development objectives are 
implicated; and Suez/Vivendi v. Argentina, 
emphasizing that human rights law 
recognizes the right to water and its close 
linkages with several other human rights.

■ CIEL moves to its fourth office and brings 
the margarita machine with it. 

2008
■ CIEL helps engineer a UN Human Rights 

Council resolution that is its first recognition 
of the link between climate change and 
human rights (CC & HR’s); and CIEL drafts 
a submission to the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, whose 
report subsequently adopts CIEL’s positions, 
thus elaborating the substantive content of 
the CC&HR’s relationship.

■ CIEL plays a major role in accelerating 
REACH, the sweeping European chemicals 
law, and in assisting companies seeking safer 
alternatives for hundreds of toxic chemicals.

■ CIEL submits an influential report concluding 
that the International Finance Corporation‘s 
(IFC) Performance Standards and the private 
banks’ Equator Principles are insufficient to 
meet the IFC’s and banks’ responsibility to 
respect human rights.

■  CIEL, with the International Institute for 
Sustainable Development, convinces 
UNCITRAL that its widely used arbitration 
rules should provide for transparency in 
disputes between investors and States—
arbitrations that invariably raise important 
public issues.

■ CIEL’s advocacy to ensure that indigenous 
peoples and other forest-dependent 
communities have a voice in the negotiation, 
elaboration, and implementation of the 
new climate change regime, particularly 
with respect to Reducing Emissions from 
Deforestation and Forest Degradation 
(REDD), results in the addition of 
representatives of those groups to the UN-
REDD’s overarching Policy Board.

■ CIEL serves as expert advisor to UNEP 
during preparation of the Fourth Montevideo 
10-Year Programme for the Development 
and Periodic Review of Environmental 
Law (Montevideo IV), which includes, for 
example, work on climate change and 
human rights. 

2009
■ CIEL represents former sugarcane workers 

in Nicaragua involved in a complaint against 
an IFC-funded sugarcane plantation-
ethanol project who are affected by an 
epidemic of chronic kidney disease; obtains 
agreement from the project owner to provide 
medical supplies, food, and funding for 
an independent epidemiological study to 
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ascertain the cause of the disease; and 
achieves systemic reforms by the IFC in how 
it evaluates risks associated with its projects. 

■ CIEL spearheads successful efforts to 
gain recognition by the 2nd International 
Conference on Chemicals Management 
that nanotechnologies are an issue of 
global concern and that there is a need 
for a comprehensive, global approach to 
nanotechnologies.

■ CIEL organizes and leads a ground-breaking 
workshop in which 20 of the world’s top 
human rights and climate change experts 
discuss how to put into practice the human 
rights aspects of climate change, leading 
directly to commitments by those experts to 
take action and to the initiation of practical 
steps not only by those experts but also 
by the secretariat of the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change, the 
OHCHR, the Committee on Economic, 
Cultural and Social Rights, the special 
rapporteurs on various human rights acting 
jointly, and others.

■ CIEL serves as part of the UNEP secretariat 
with respect to mercury, providing strategic 
thinking and legal drafting finesse that 
enables the world community to launch 
negotiations of a legally binding treaty to 
address the mercury crisis, thus breaking 
years of impasse.

■ CIEL continues to provide legal advice, 
support, and advocacy to the Climate 
Action Network (CAN) in the climate change 
negotiation process on issues such as 
international legal architecture, compliance, 
forests, human rights, transparency, 
trade, and intellectual property rights and 
technology transfer, and leads two of CAN’s 
nine working groups.

■ CIEL advises UN-REDD on the content 
and structure of grievance procedures 
and on the conceptual basis and specific 
implementation of FPIC for indigenous 
peoples (and also works on those issues 
with respect to the World Bank’s Forest 
Carbon Partnership Facility), and advises 
UNEP on a joint UNEP-WTO report on trade 
and climate change.

■ CIEL strengthens the World Bank Inspection 
Panel, increasing opportunities for affected 
communities to participate in the Inspection 
Panel process and for improved monitoring 
of the World Bank’s management’s response 
to Inspection Panel reports.

■ CIEL helps ensure that the U.S. Private 
Overseas Investment Corporation (OPIC) 
has binding environmental, social, and 
transparency policies, and secures a 
commitment that OPIC will reduce the 
greenhouse gas emissions of its projects.

■ CIEL represents indigenous communities 
in Guatemala affected by mining activities 
undertaken without their consent, presenting 
their concerns at the mining company’s 
annual shareholder meeting and to the 
Canadian government, and coordinating an 
international civil society campaign.

■ CIEL obtains a precedent-setting ICSID 
arbitration tribunal order that, for the first 
time, requires disputing parties to disclose 
key legal filings to NGOs over the strong 
objections of those parties.

■ CIEL and American University’s Washington 
College of Law inaugurate an annual 
conference on Developments in International 
Environmental Law, to begin celebration of 
CIEL’s 20th Anniversary!
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