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United Nations Environmental Assembly 

Committee Mandate 

At the 2012 United Nations Conference for Sustainable Development, also known as 
Rio+20, the international community called for a strengthening and upgrading of the 
United Nations Environment Programme (UN Environment) such that it could better 
execute on its mandate.1 UN Environment was created in 1972 at the UN Conference 
on Human Environment in Stockholm, with leadership provided by the Governing 
Council of Environmental Programmes at the direction of the United Nations General 
Assembly (UNGA). This council led UN Environment until 2013, when the Governing 
Council of Environmental Programmes adopted a resolution expanding the composition 
of the council to universal membership and requesting the General Assembly to change 
its designation to the United Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA).2 The name 
change was made official in A/RES/67/251 the same year.3 
 
UNEA is the governing body of UN Environment and is the international community’s 
highest-level decision-making body on environmental matters.4 UNEA governs and sets 
policy for UN Environment, which works to develop environmentally friendly practices 
and policies both within the United Nations (UN) system and throughout the 
international community.5  UN Environment has played a significant role in coordinating 
environmental policy and is the official body concerned with environmental issues in the 
UN.6 UNEA, UN Environment, and their predecessors played a major role in the drafting 
and implementation of major environmental documents such as Rio Declaration on 
Environment and Development, Agenda 21, the Convention on Biological Diversity, the 
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, and the Convention to Combat 
Desertification.7 

Membership 

In 2013, UNEA replaced the former Governing Council of UN Environment, which was 
comprised of 58 members.8 UNEA’s membership includes all UN Member States and 

 
1 United Nations General Assembly. “The Future We Want.” A/RES/66/288. 2012.  
2 United Nations Environment Programme. “About the UN Environment Assembly.”; United Nations 
Conference on the Human Environment. “Report of the United Nations Conference on the Human 
Environment.” A/CONF.48/14/Rev.1. 1972. 
3 Ibid. 
4 United Nations Environment Programme. “UN Environment Assembly and Governing Council.” 
5 United Nations Environment Programme. “About UN Environment.” 
6 United Nations General Assembly. “Institutional and financial arrangements for international 
environmental co-operation.” A/RES/2997(XXVII). 1972; New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade. “United Nations Handbook 2017-18.” 2017. 
7 Johnson. “The First 40 Years.” 2012; Convention on Biological Diversity. “The Rio Conventions.” 
8 United Nations General Assembly. “Institutional and financial arrangements for international 
environmental co-operation.” A/RES/2997(XXVII). 1972. 



the UN’s permanent observers are welcomed to its sessions.9 UNEA’s universal 
membership helps to strengthen the role of UN Environment in international affairs and 
increase the responsiveness of Member States in developing environmental policy.10 
 
UN Environment has a Secretariat that is responsible for supporting UNEA and consists 
of a rotating President, three Vice-Presidents, and a Rapporteur.11 There is also a 
Committee of Permanent Representatives, which is a permanent subsidiary body of 
UNEA that prepares for meetings, monitors the implementation of its decisions, and 
provides advice to UN Environment between the sessions of the Assembly.12 The 
Committee is composed of all accredited Permanent Representatives to UN 
Environment and is an important link between the program and national governments.13 

Reporting 

UN Environment reports both to the General Assembly and the Economic and Social 
Council (ECOSOC).14 UN Environment is headquartered in Nairobi, Kenya and has six 
offices dispersed globally that undertake projects on regional and local levels.15 Each 
office holds yearly Regional Consultation Meetings with various civil society 
organizations (CSOs) and other stakeholders in order to engage in an environmental 
policy dialogue.16 The offices then bring any concerns or ideas from these meetings to 
the next UNEA session for wider discussion.17 
 
  

 
9 United Nations Environment Programme. “Directory: Committee of Permanent Representatives to the 
UN Environment.” 2019. 
10 United Nations Environment Programme. “About the UN Environment Assembly.” 
11 United Nations General Assembly. “Change of the designation of the Governing Council of the United 
Nations Environment Programme.” A/67/784. 2013. 
12 United Nations Environment Programme. “Committee of Permanent Representatives: Overview.” 
13 Ibid. 
14 New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade. “United Nations Handbook 2017-18.” 2017. 
15 United Nations Environment Programme. “Civil society engagement.” 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 



Bibliography 

 
Convention on Biological Diversity. “The Rio Conventions.” N.d. https://www.cbd.int/rio/. 
 
Johnson. “The First 40 Years: A Narrative. Nairobi, United Nations Environment 
Program.” 2012. http://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/8751/-
UNEP_The_first_40_years_A_narrative_by_Stanley_Johnson-
2012UNEP_The_First_40_Years_A_Narative.pdf.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y. 
 
New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade. “United Nations Handbook 2017-
18.” 2017. https://www.mfat.govt.nz/assets/Peace-and-
Security/United_Nations_Handbook_2017_18.pdf.  
 
United Nations Conference on the Human Environment. “Report of the United Nations 
Conference on the Human Environment.” A/CONF.48/14/Rev.1. 1972. 
http://undocs.org/a/conf.48/14/Rev.1. 
 
United Nations Environment Programme. “About UN Environment.” N.d. 
https://www.unenvironment.org/about-un-
environment?_ga=2.109303429.1255774256.1533999760-864816293.1533999760. 
 
United Nations Environment Programme. “About the UN Environment Assembly.” N.d. 
http://www.unep.org/environmentassembly/about-un-environment-assembly. 
 
United Nations Environment Programme. “Civil society engagement.” 
https://www.unenvironment.org/civil-society-engagement. 
 
United Nations Environment Programme. “Committee of Permanent Representatives: 
Overview.” N.d. http://www.unep.org/about/cpr/who-we-are/overview. 
 
United Nations Environnent Programme. “UN Environment Assembly and Governing 
Council.” N.d. http://www.unep.org/environmentassembly/un-environment-assembly.  
 
United Nations Environment Programme. “Directory: Committee of Permanent 
Representatives to the UN Environment.” 2019. 
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/29217/CPR%20directorynew.p
df?sequence=1&isAllowed=y. 
 
United Nations General Assembly. “Institutional and financial arrangements for 
international environmental cooperation.” A/RES/2997(XXVII). 1972. 
http://undocs.org/A/RES/2997(XXVII).  
 
United Nations General Assembly. “The Future We Want.” A/RES/66/288. 2012. 
http://undocs.org/A/RES/66/288. 
 



United Nations General Assembly. “Change of the designation of the Governing Council 
of the United Nations Environment Programme.” A/RES/67/251. 2013. 
http://undocs.org/A/RES/67/251



 
 
 

 



 
 
 

United Nations Environment Assembly 
 

Topic A: Sustainable Waste Management for the Achievement of SDG 11 
 
As the global population is expected to rise to 9.7 billion people by the year 2050, the 
international community has increased its efforts to meet the needs of increased 
urbanization and achieve Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 11, which includes 
targets to make cities inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable.1 Roughly 80% of this 
new population will live in cities, as rural populations flow into urban locales and 
population centers increase in size.2 The United Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP) has identified that not addressing waste management, especially in cities, can 
have severe negative effects on public health and the environment.3 Accumulated 
waste can lead to the spread of cholera, dengue fever, and other infectious diseases, 
and dumpsites can pollute land and water, inhibiting the ability of local populations to 
safely use it for agriculture, tourism, or other economic or personal reasons.4 Globally, 
approximately 50% of waste produced in cities is not collected and removed, leading to 
these negative effects.5 While the specific impacts of improper waste management vary, 
the most vulnerable members of society, especially the poorest classes in urban areas, 
are the ones who suffer disproportionately more from exposure to waste, resulting in 
pollution-caused ailments and disease.6  
 
While the United Nations (UN) has no universal definition of sustainable waste 
management, the term generally refers to a framework of policies and systems that 
minimize the negative effects of waste. Sustainable waste management practices can 
include action at every stage of the life cycle of waste, including preventing waste from 
being generated, reducing landfilling with increase recycling, and managing and moving 
waste that is produced in the safest and most efficient way possible.7 To discuss these 
and related issues, the fourth United Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA) in 2019 
included a side event held on “Innovative and Locally Appropriate Waste Management 
Solutions for a Pollution-free Planet.”8 Speaking at the event, the President of the 
International Solid Waste Association stated that “Solid Waste Management is an 
integral part of each and every effort for a sustainable future.”9  

 
1 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. “World Population Prospects 2019: 
Highlights.” 2019. 
2 United Nations Environment Programme. “Global Waste Management Outlook.” 2015. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 United Nations Institute for Training and Research. “Guidelines for National Waste Management 
Strategies: Moving from Challenges to Opportunities.” 2013.  
6 Ibid 
7 Government of Sweden. “Waste Management.”  
8 Climate and Clean Air Coalition Secretariat. “UNEA 4: The world needs to improve waste management 
for a pollution free planet.” 2019. 
9 Ibid. 



Background 
 
The UN has discussed environmental issues since the 1960s and hosted its first major 
environmental conference, the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment, 
in 1972.10 That conference resulted in the creation of UNEP and formal mechanisms for 
international discussion on environmental issues.11 Throughout the 1970s and 80s, 
UNEP established programs, successfully pushed for the creation of several 
international environmental agreements, and adopted the first Montevideo Programme, 
which established a 10-year framework for global environmental lawmaking.12 
Montevideo led to the adoption of the 1989 Basel Convention on the Control of 
Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Waste Disposal.13 The Basel Convention 
defines environmentally sound waste management as “taking all practicable steps to 
ensure that hazardous wastes and other wastes are managed in a manner which will 
protect human health and the environment against the adverse effects which may result 
from such wastes.”14  
 
In 1992, the UN convened the largest environmental conference in history, the United 
Nations Conference on Environment and Development. Included in the conference’s 
outcomes was Agenda 21, a voluntary framework that has served included a plan of 
action to improve the environmental soundness of waste management in its 20th 
chapter.15 Agenda 21 includes recommendations for actors at the global, national, and 
local levels to address human impacts on the environment.16 International frameworks 
progressed in line with Agenda 21 throughout the 1990s, including with the adoption of 
the Rotterdam Convention in 1998, which addressed shared responsibilities with regard 
to hazardous chemicals and pesticides.17 
 
In 2000, a small group within the UN system developed the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) to guide development work from 2000-2015. MDG7 included targets to 
integrate the principles of sustainable development into country policies and programs 
and to significantly improve the lives of slumdwellers, who are often disproportionally 
affected by poor waste management.18 The followup to the MDGs, the SDGs, are meant 
to be achieved by 2030 and were created as a result of the General Assembly’s 
adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.19 SDG target 11.6 is to 
“reduce the adverse per capita environmental impact of cities, including by paying 
special attention to air quality and municipal and other waste management.”20 To 

 
10 United Nations Environment Programme. “Environmental Moments: A UN75 timeline.” 2020. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 United Nations Environment Programme. “Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary 
Movements of Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal.” 2011. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Sustainable Development Goals Knowledge Platform. “Chemicals and Waste.” 2020. 
16 Sustainable Development Goals Knowledge Platform. “Agenda 21.” 2020. 
17 United Nations Environment Programme. “Environmental Moments: A UN75 timeline.” 2020. 
18 United Nations Department of Global Communications. “Goal 7: Ensure Environmental Sustainability.”  
19 United Nations General Assembly. “Transforming our world: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development.” A/RES/70/1. 2015.  
20 Ibid. 



complement the 2030 Agenda, UN-Habitat adopted the New Urban Agenda in 2016.21 
The agenda sought to establish a shared vision for a better and more sustainable future 
for urbanization.22 Its 34th clause commits Member States to promoting equitable and 
affordable access to adequate waste disposal.23 
 
In Nairobi, Kenya, UNEA met for the fourth time in 2019. UNEA4 included discussions 
on innovative solutions for environmental challenges and sustainable consumption and 
production (SCP).24 Producing 26 outcome documents, Member States furthered their 
commitments to achieving previously agreed upon international frameworks.25 These 
outcome documents, as they address numerous layers of SCP, provide guidance to 
Member States in urban planning. 
 
Current Situation 
 
UNEP has worked to develop a common approach to integrate environmental concerns 
in strategic planning at the city level.26 Through this long-term planning approach, cities, 
especially developing countries, gain improve their capacity to create sustainable cities 
through effective infrastructure development and planning.27 In addition to UNEP’s 
policy work, UN-Habitat provides support and guidance to Member States, including 
through their Waste Wise Cities Campaign.28 Member States who choose to participate 
in the campaign are asked to commit to a list of key principles leading to the realization 
of sustainable waste management.29  
 
Life-Cycle Thinking  
 
Many states have worked towards integrated sustainable human settlement planning 
and management, including relevant stakeholders to participate in urban planning 
practices. In recent years, “life-cycle thinking” has become popular in urban planning 
and waste management. UNEP describes life-cycle thinking as viewing the perspective 
or the broader implications of a product on the environment, society, or the economy, 
and further defines the lifecycle as composed of seven steps: import, production, and 
design; storage; transport; distribution; professional use and integration in product; 
consumer use; and disposal.30 While a traditional view of waste management may only 
look at the last step, life-cycle thinking views waste management as including all steps, 
from production and design to disposal. A lack of life-cycle thinking can lead to 
unintentional trade-offs between environmental, social, or economic issues and mean 

 
21 United Nations General Assembly. “New Urban Agenda.” A/RES/71/256. 2017. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid 
24 United Nations Environment Assembly. “Fourth Session of the United Nations Environment Assembly.” 
2020.  
25 Ibid 
26 United Nations Environment Programme. “Urban Environmental Planning.” 2020.  
27 Ibid 
28 UN-Habitat. “Waste Wise Cities.” 2020. 
29 Ibid 
30 United Nations Environment Programme. “The Lifecycle Initiative.” 2020. 



that sustainable development is slowed.31 UNEP supports Member States through its 
Life Cycle Initiative, which offers technical and policy advice, capacity development, and 
knowledge to its members and collaborators.32 This initiative helps set standards, 
provides Member States a forum to seek science-based information, and creates an 
atmosphere of consensus-building in efforts to forge a more sustainable future.33  
 
As Member States have increasingly sought to implement life-cycle thinking in 
production and waste management, some have advanced to attempting to develop 
“circular economies.” The UN Industrial Development Organization defines a circular 
economy as extending product lifespan through improved design and servicing and 
relocating waste from the end of the supply chain to the beginning – in effect, using 
resources more efficiently by using them over and over, not only once.34 The realization 
of a circular economy would include products designed for durability, reuse and 
recyclability, and materials for new products come from old products.35 This ideal is 
embodied in SDG 12.4, which is strongly supported by the 10 Year Framework of 
Programmes on Sustainable Consumption and Production (10YFP).36  
 
The 10YFP was created as a means of multi-stakeholder cooperation to support the 
implementation of the SDGs as well as to support the implementation of regional and 
national SCP initiatives and projects.37 Its programs focus on the topics of consumer 
information, sustainable lifestyles and education, sustainable public procurement, 
sustainable buildings and construction, and sustainable tourism and ecotourism.38 
Additionally, the 10YFP hosts the Global SCP Clearinghouse, which serves as a 
knowledge hub and allows for cooperation and innovation amongst stakeholders in their 
efforts to advance SCP.39  
 
SDG 12.1.1 highlights the importance of national action plans and local SCP 
mainstreaming as complements of international actions.40 Member States with national 
action plans on SCP have been able to initiate methods such as reducing, reusing, and 
recycling, upcycling, mitigating landfill waste, and implementing environmentally sound 
management of waste. In Asia and the Pacific, Member States have worked through a 
regional sustainable consumption and production roadmap that has guided their 

 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid.  
33 Ibid. 
34 United Nations Industrial Development Organization. “Circular Economy.” 
35 Ibid. 
36 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. “Goals: 12 Ensure Sustainable 
Consumption and Production Patterns – Targets and Indicators.” 2020. 
37 United Nations Environment Programme Secretariat of the Global Action for Sustainable Consumption 
and Production. “The 10 Year Framework of Programmes on Sustainable Consumption and Production.” 
2013. 
38 Ibid 
39 Ibid 
40 United Nations Environment Programme. “Goal 12: 12.1.1 Number of Countries with Sustainable 
Consumption and Production (SCP) National Action Plans or SCP Mainstreamed as a Priority or Target 
into National Policies.” 2020.  



efforts.41 Through this regional cooperation, Member States have developed 
partnerships to assist in the establishment of national sustainable consumption and 
production plans while creating knowledge-based indicators to ensure the best 
information for policy action.42 Overall, the roadmap has helped Member States of Asia 
and the Pacific to better understand their capacity constraints to fully achieving SCP 
and support one another through technical assistance, training, and sharing of best 
practices.43 
 
Chemicals and Hazardous Wastes 
 
While life-cycle thinking can apply to any product, there are particular challenges 
regarding chemicals and hazardous wastes. Many Member States and industries have 
become reliant on the manufacturing of chemicals and other hazardous wastes to fuel 
economic growth and employment.44 In some cases, Member States have failed to 
develop environmentally sound management practices, resulting in hazardous waste 
polluting or otherwise negatively affecting the environment and human health.45 People 
living in least developed countries, specifically their urban areas, are at the highest risk 
of exposure to hazardous chemicals and wastes.46  
 
To help mitigate this, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) works with 
Member States to integrate chemical and waste management priorities into national 
environmental and poverty reduction policies.47 UNEP has also addressed chemical 
management by providing a series of guiding documents on chemicals control, including 
its 2015 Legal and Institutional infrastructures for the sound management of chemicals 
and measures for Recovering costs of national Administrations, also known as the LIRA 
Guidance.48 This guidance has allowed UNEP to explore the benefits of chemical 
control, including bolstering cost efficiency, resource efficiency, sustainable trade and 
industry operations, human health, environmental protection, compliance with 
international commitments, and sustainable development.49 Through its research, 
UNEP has found that both the establishment and implementation of adequate legal 
frameworks on environmentally sound management of chemicals is severely lacking in 
many countries, especially developing states.50 To ensure environmentally sound 
management of chemicals, UNEP directs states to take preventative action at the early 
stages of the life cycle of chemicals, including by creating policy that regulates 
manufacturers and importers.51  

 
41 United Nations Environment Programme. “Mainstreaming Sustainable Consumption and Production 
(SCP).” 2020.  
42 Ibid 
43 Ibid 
44 UN Development Programme. “Our Focus: Planet – Chemicals and Waste Management.” 2020.  
45 Ibid 
46 Ibid 
47 Ibid 
48 United Nations Environment Programme. “Guidance on Chemicals Control Contributing to National 
Progress and Safety.” 2019.  
49 United Nations Environment Programme. “Benefits of Chemical Control.” 2019. 
50 Ibid 
51 Ibid 



Among the major sources of chemical and hazardous wastes is electronics. The world 
produces about 50 million tons of electronic and electrical waste (e-waste) annually, of 
which only 20% is formally recycled.52 With the current population predictions for 2050, 
global e-waste production is set on its path to reach 120 million tons per year by 2050.53 
According to the 2019 UN Report Time to Seize Opportunity, Tackle Challenges of E-
Waste, improper waste management practices will result in harm beyond human health 
and pollution, causing huge loss of scarce raw materials such as cobalt, gold, platinum 
and other rare Earth elements.54 Through this report, the Platform for Accelerating the 
Circular Economy, UN E-Waste Coalition, the Global Environment Facility, the World 
Economic Forum and the World Business Council for Sustainable Development have 
called for an overhaul of the current electronic system, calling for all Member States to 
implement a circular economy in which resources are not extracted, used, and 
discarded.55 
 
Case Study: Small Island Developing States (SIDS) 
 
The SIDS Accelerated Modalities of Action (SAMOA) Pathway, in its 70th Article, 
recognizes that environmentally sound waste management holds particular importance 
to human health and environmental protection in SIDS due to their small land area and 
remoteness.56 The UN Environment Programme’s 2014 Report on Emerging Issues for 
SIDS highlights the importance of SIDS in greening their waste sectors.57 With 
increasing population growth and socio-economic development, SIDS are experiencing 
a heavy influx of waste quantities, pushing the boundaries of landfill area available.58 
The transition from national waste management strategies focusing on end-of-life 
solutions to life-cycle thinking is embodied through the SAMOA Pathway and it 
recognizes that transitioning national strategies can result in not only less physical 
waste but also greenify SIDS’ economies by transforming waste to resources.59 To 
assist in these efforts, the Global Environment Facility, alongside various SIDS and 
other partners, launched the Sustainable Low and Non-Chemical Development in SIDS 
(ISLANDS) Programme with the goal of addressing chemical and waste management in 
SIDS.60 The ISLANDS Programme works at the regional level to enact comprehensive 
action to prevent and manage waste in SIDS.61 In the next five years, the ISLANDS 
Programme will include stakeholders at all levels to enact regional legislation on 
chemicals and waste management.62  

 
52 United Nations Environment Programme. “UN Report: Time to Seize Opportunity, Tackle Challenges of 
E-Waste.” 2019. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid 
55 Ibid 
56 United Nations General Assembly. “SIDS Accelerated Modalities of Action (SAMOA) Pathway.” 
A/RES/69/15. 2020. 
57 UN Environment Programme. “Emerging Issues for SIDS.” 2014. 
58 Ibid 
59 Ibid 
60 International Institute for Sustainable Development. “SIDS Launch Initiative to Tackle Chemical and 
Waste Management.” 2019.  
61 Ibid 
62 Ibid 



Future Outlook 
 
As Member States seek to achieve the SDGs, environmentally sound management of 
waste will form a core component not only of achieving SDG11 but many other goals as 
well due to their interconnected nature. Several international agreements have 
committed to improving waste management, and Member States continually work with 
one another to achieve these common goals. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, the New Urban Agenda, and national action plans will continue to 
advance work on waste management, with life-cycle thinking playing a role as a core 
component.  
 
Focus Questions 
 
As delegates engage in further research on this topic, they should consider: 
 

 What is the status of urbanization in the country you are representing? 
 Does the country you are representing have a national plan to transition to a 

circular economy? 
 What are the effects of unsustainable waste management practices in the 

country you are representing? 
 What does the country you are representing need in order to transition to a 

circular economy? 
 Does your region have SCP or waste management plans or frameworks? 
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United Nations Environment Assembly 
 

Topic B: Combating Land Degradation 
 
The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), the principal 
international agreement aimed at mitigating long-term negative trends with regards to 
land and soil, describes land degradation as reduction or loss of the biological or 
economic productivity and complexity resulting from land uses.1 Land degradation has 
already affected one-third of the Earth’s land surface, threatening food security and 
habitability, in addition to causing significant economic damage.2 For that reason, the 
Conference of Parties (COP) to the UNCCD has regularly discussed the urgent need to 
achieve “land degradation neutrality” (LDN), which the COP defined as “a state whereby 
the amount and quality of land resources, necessary to support ecosystem functions 
and services and enhance food security, remains stable or increases within specified 
temporal and spatial scales and ecosystems.”3 While the UNCCD is well-established 
and the international community has identified land degradation as an important issue, 
short-term economic interests regularly supersede long-term environmental and land 
degradation concerns, which has caused land degradation to be a major ongoing 
international concern. 
 
Background 
 
The 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) 
produced several major environmental documents, including the Rio Declaration and 
Agenda 21, and produced and opened up three new conventions for signature, 
including the UNCCD. Chapter 12 of Agenda 21 on Managing Fragile Ecosystems: 
Combating Desertification and Drought not only helped to inform the UNCCD but 
provided specific suggestions for combating land degradation at every level.4 These 
suggestions include soil conservation, afforestation, and reforestation activities.5  
 
As the international community observed the effects of high levels of land degradation, 
desertification, and drought, the General Assembly (GA) began to act more directly on 
the topic. In 1995, the GA adopted A/RES/49/115 and declared 17 June "World Day to 
Combat Desertification and Drought."6 The resolution recognizes that desertification and 
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drought are global problems as they affect all regions of the world and joint, global 
actions are needed by the international community to combat desertification.7 
 
In 1996, the UNCCD gained enough signatures to come into force, making it the first  
legally binding international agreement linking environment and development to 
sustainable land management. The objective of the UNCCD is to “combat desertification 
and mitigate the effects of drought in countries experiencing serious drought and/or 
desertification, particularly in Africa, through effective action at all levels, supported by 
international cooperation and partnership arrangements, in the framework of an 
integrated approach which is consistent with Agenda 21, with a view to contributing to 
the achievement of sustainable development in affected areas.”8 The UNCCD contains 
many requirements for States Parties, but its general obligations include developing 
national action programs to combat land degradation and cooperating with other 
Member States, regional organizations, and international bodies to advance the goals of 
the UNCCD globally.9 UNCCD has 197 States Parties that meet regularly as the COP. 
 
The COP to the UNCCD has met every year since 1997.10 Its early meetings focused 
on establishing an organization to oversee implementation of the UNCCD and 
augmenting it in order to provide further support for Member States.11 At the Eighth 
COP, the 10-year strategic plan and framework to enhance the implementation of the 
Convention for 2008-2018, was adopted, giving States Parties a framework to develop 
national and regional policies.12 As a result of the Rio+20 conference, the GA adopted 
The Future We Want in 2012, which included a section on desertification, land 
degradation, and drought, and reaffirmed the need to take coordinated action at all 
levels in accordance with the UNCCD.13 
 
The Future We Want was adopted as the international community was considering how 
to develop a post-2015 development framework and was influential in its development. 
In 2015, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was adopted. The Agenda 
includes a framework and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for Member States 
to strive to achieve by 2030.14 SDG 15 seeks, in part, to “halt and reverse land 
degradation” and includes targets to end deforestation, end desertification, and restore 
degraded land.15 The 2030 Agenda and SDGs caused a major shift in focus for the 
international community and at COP13 for the UNCCD, the UNCCD 2018-2030 
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Strategic Framework was adopted.16 The framework sought to align the work of States 
Parties to the UNCCD with the 2030 Agenda and is the current guiding framework for 
actions to combat land degradation.17 
 
Current Situation 
 
The UNCCD COP has established several subsidiary bodies, including two committees. 
The Committee for the Review of the Implementation of the Convention (CRIC) was 
established at the 5th COP to act as a standing body that assists in reviewing 
implementation and the Committee on Science and Technology (CST) was established 
by the UNCCD itself to provide the COP with information and advice on scientific and 
technological matters.18 The COP also oversees or assists with several initiatives, 
including the Changwon Initiative, which seeks to enhance the scientific process of the 
UNCCD and mobilize resources, and the Ankara Initiative, which seeks to support 
implements of SDG 15.3 and assist in the achievement of LDN.19 
 
Outside of UNCCD infrastructure, several United Nations bodies and programs support 
efforts to combat land degradation. The United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) funds and implements several projects, including efforts to improve regional 
and national policy, mobilize financing, and design and implement local efforts to 
combat and reverse land degradation.20 The United Nations Environment Programme 
(UN Environment) partners with the Global Environment Facility (GEF), the primary 
funding mechanism behind the UNCCD, to implement over 160 projects.21 These 
include promoting sustainable land management practices, building the capacity of 
countries to meet UNCCD obligations, and raising public awareness.22 The United 
Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA), the primary decision-making body for UN 
Environment and the world’s largest environmental body, has also adopted resolutions 
to combat desertification, land degradation and drought, which it has recognized as an 
ongoing and major environmental concern.23 
 
Causes of Land Degradation 
 
The international scientific community has recognized that land degradation is driven 
both by human activity, including but not limited to strip mining, deforestation, and 
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pollution, and natural hazards such as drought, flooding, and landslides.24 Among the 
anthropogenic drivers of land degradation, deforestation is among the most prevalent, 
especially as forests and other plant life have been consistently shown to maintain soil 
quality and prevent erosion. The UN Collaborative Programme on Reducing Emissions 
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation in Developing Countries (UN-REDD) 
regularly analyzes the root causes of deforestation.25 In its reports, UN-REDD has 
identified that, especially in developing countries, deforestation is driven by the 
development of commercial agriculture, subsistence farming, and the collection of 
fuelwood.26 Its reports have also recognized that forests are often not destroyed 
altogether, but may be degraded by industrial forestry, firewood collection, and other 
activities.27 Governments often lack policy frameworks to prevent deforestation and, 
even where preventative frameworks do exist, they often lack the resources to 
effectively enforce them.28  
 
Global climate change has also caused the natural hazards that contribute to land 
degradation to increase in both intensity and severity.29 This includes heavy 
precipitation, heat stress, coastal erosion and sea level rise, floods, drought, cyclones, 
permafrost thawing, and other issues.30 The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate and 
the International Union for the Conservation of Nature have both recognized strong links 
between land degradation and climate change.31 Soil is the largest carbon sink globally, 
and unsustainable land management and agricultural practices causes carbon to be 
released and diminished the ability of soil to hold carbon.32 This also decreases the 
arability of land, leading to erosion over larger areas, and diminished economic activity, 
often exacerbating the precarious situation of vulnerable populations.33 While land 
erosion continues to be a major problem, these international bodies have identified 
several methods by which governments can slow or reverse damage.34 
 
Addressing Land Degradation 
 
The international community regularly calls for increased efforts from Member States to 
improve sustainable land management (SLM), especially as climate change has 
hastened land degradation. Agriculture practices are often highlighted as among the 
most impactful, and some Member States have dramatically improved their land 
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degradation situation by converting farms to locally-adapted crops, training farmers on 
crop rotation techniques, and providing or requiring green manure crops or cover 
crops.35 In some areas, farmers have also successfully switched to reduced tillage or 
no-tillage strategies or switched from annual to perennial crops, both of which can 
improve soil nutrient retention and long-term arability.36 The Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) is the principal body supporting these efforts 
and has several programs to provide Member States support for climate smart 
agriculture, water scarcity, and SLM in general.37 The FAO has directly implemented 
more than 150 projects to promote SLM, especially by supporting national and sub-
national governments in providing farms of all sizes methods by which they can operate 
sustainably.38 
 
Agriculture has been a major, but not the sole driver, of deforestation, which is among 
the most damaging forms of land degradation. The total global forest area continued to 
decrease, although the rate of decrease has slowed in recent years, even as population 
growth has increased demand for forest products.39 The United Nations Strategic Plan 
for Forests 2017–2030 highlights many of the strategies that Member States have used 
to disincentivize deforestation and encourage reforestation, including improving capacity 
for sustainable forest management, increased the area of protected forests, and 
mobilizing financial resources.40 In some cases, Member States are coming together at 
the regional level to implement large-scale efforts to slow or reverse land degradation. 
 
Future Outlook 
 
The UNCCD and the 2018-2030 Framework, in addition to numerous other 
environmental documents, provide the international community a foundation from which 
they can address land degradation, but joint action and international mobilization of 
resources is likely required to make significant progress. Long-term food, climate, and 
economic security, will all be affected by the international community’s ability to 
decrease and reverse land degradation, and Member States are likely to require 
additional guidance and support in doing so.41 UNEA, having previously adopted strong 
resolutions on this subject, has the ability to provide policy and other guidance to 
Member States, United Nations bodies, and other organizations, and will likely continue 
to discuss these issues for the foreseeable future.42 
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Focus Questions 
 
As delegates engage in further research on this topic, they should consider: 
 

● Does your State have a plan to reverse their land degradation? 
● What is your State’s outlook on climate change regarding land degradation? 
● Does your State have strong laws on land usage? 
● What steps has your Member State taken using the UNCCD framework? 
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