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Committee Overview 

Introduction 

The United Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA) brings together representatives from the Member States of the 

United Nations (UN) and various stakeholders as the world's highest-level decision-making body on the 

environment.1 The UNEA functions as the governing body for the United Nations Environment Programme 

(UNEP), whose mission is to inform, inspire, and enable nations and people to care for the environment and improve 

their quality of life while not compromising those of future generations.2 Furthermore, UNEP also ensures that other 

United Nations (UN) bodies account for environmental impacts when carrying out work in their respective fields.3 

The UNEA strives to establish an international environmental governance system that brings together various actors 

for creative problem-solving.4 The creation of the UNEA highlighted the commitment of Member States to address 

critical environmental issues by developing and strengthening global environmental policies and international 

environmental law as humans consume finite natural resources at an alarming rate.5 The UNEA engages over 2000 

participants from over 190 Member States, in addition to representatives from other relevant UN entities, regional 

organizations, business and the financial sector and civil society to encompass legislative, financial and 

developmental arenas.6 UNEA has held four sessions to date, with the fourth session held in March 2019, and its 

fifth session to be held in February 2021.7 

UNEA, as the representative body of the international community focused on the environment serves as a powerful 

advocate for environmental issues in the UN system. As a result of UNEP and UNEA's leadership, the international 

community has achieved several long-term developments concerning the environment. Key milestones include 

several international agreements to enhance and coordinate cooperation on environmental protection and activities.8 

Furthermore, UNEA has fostered support for more effective international responses to environmental threats and 

better coordination on environmental matters within the UN system.9 UNEA has succeeded in generating greater 

awareness and capacity for environmental management within the international system and has promoted a better 

global understanding of the nexus between environment and human security.10 

History 

At the recommendation of the Stockholm Declaration on the Human Environment (Stockholm Declaration) (1972), 

the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) was created with the adoption of General Assembly (GA) 

resolution 2997(XXVII) in 1972.11 This resolution laid out the structure, governance and financing arrangements for 

the UNEP. The Governing Council was tasked to oversee and coordinate the UN's environment programs, 

coordinate international cooperation on environmental policies, and act as the UNEP's governing and decision-

making body.12 At its inception, the Governing Council was comprised of 58 members elected by the GA.13 In 2012, 

with the adoption of  resolution 67/213, the GA adopted the recommendations of the 2012 United Nations 

 
1 UND DPI, UN Environment Assembly: Delivering on the 2030 Agenda, 2019. https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/partnerships/unea  
2 UNEA, UNEA; https://environmentassembly.unenvironment.org/  

UNEP, Why does UN Environment Programme matter?. https://www.unenvironment.org/about-un-environment/why-does-un-

environment-matter  
3 New Zealand, UN Handbook 2019-20, 2019, pp. 263-264. https://www.mfat.govt.nz/en/peace-rights-and-security/work-with-the-un-

and-other-partners/un-handbook-2019-20  
4 UNEA, UNEA. https://environmentassembly.unenvironment.org/  
5 UNEP, First-ever UNEA, Ground-breaking platform for policy leadership, gets underway, 2014. 

https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/press-release/first-ever-un-environment-assembly-unea-ground-breaking-platform  

UNEA, UNEA. https://environmentassembly.unenvironment.org/  
6 Ibid. 
7 UNEA, UNEA and Governing Council Sessions. https://environmentassembly.unenvironment.org/un-environment-assembly-and-

governing-council-sessions  
8 UNEP, UNEP’s Success Stories. http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy/SuccessStories/tabid/29863/language/en-US/Default.aspx 
9 Ibid. 
10 UNEP, UNEP Organization Profile, 2013. http://www.unep.org/PDF/UNEPOrganizationProfile.pdf 
11 UN, Report of the UN Conference on the Human environment (A/CONF.48/14/Rev.1), 1972. https://undocs.org/A/CONF.48/14/Rev.1 

UNGA, Institutional and financial arrangements for international environmental cooperation (A/RES/2997(XXVII)), 1972. 

https://undocs.org/A/RES/2997(XXVII) 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 

http://undocs.org/A/RES/2997(XXVII)
http://undocs.org/A/RES/67/213
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) to strengthen and expand UNEP's operative mandate and 

membership.14 The resolution also renamed the Governing Council to the "United Nations Environment Assembly," 

and expanded membership to all 193 UN Member States.15 The first session of the UNEA was held in 2014 in 

Nairobi, Kenya, with more than 1200 participants from all sectors, addressing issues ranging from air quality, to 

illegal trade in wildlife, to the environmental rule of law.16 

Mandate 

The mandate of UNEP as laid out in the Stockholm Declaration (1972) of the UN Conference on the Human 

Environment is to "provide leadership and encourage partnership in caring for the environment by inspiring, 

informing, and enabling nations and peoples to improve their quality of life without compromising that of future 

generations."17 Pursuant to GA resolution 2997(XXVII), UNEP and its governing entity, UNEA, is mandated to 

monitor the world's environmental situation, promote international cooperation on the environment, recommend 

policy responses and monitor the impact of national and international environmental policies.18 In 2012, with the 

adoption of resolution 67/213, the mandate of UNEP, and by extension, UNEA was expanded to include promotion 

of international action in the environmental field and establish general environmental policy guidelines for the 

international community.19 UNEA's functions as per its mandate include: setting the global environmental agenda; 

providing overarching policy guidance and defining policy responses to address emerging environmental challenges; 

undertaking policy review, dialogue and exchange of experiences; setting strategic guidance on the future direction 

of UNEP; organizing leadership and multi-stakeholder dialogues; and fostering partnerships for achieving 

environmental goals and resources mobilization.20  

Structure, Membership and Governance 

UNEP was established as a specialized agency of the GA and the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) by the 

GA under Chapter IX of the Charter of the United Nations (Charter) (1945), reporting to both annually.21 The 

UNEA reports to the GA through ECOSOC.22 

At its inception, the UNEA was comprised of 58 Member States elected by the GA for staggered terms of for years 

with the following geographic distribution: 16 from Africa, 13 from the Asia–Pacific, six from Eastern Europe, ten 

from Latin American and the Caribbean, and 13 from Western Europe and Other.23 The UNEA currently has 

universal membership of all 193 Member States. 

UNEP is funded primarily through the UN's regular budget, but also does receive voluntary from trusts, foundations, 

and global funds such as the Global Environment Fund (GEF) and the Green Climate Fund (GCF).24 

 
14 UNGA, Report of the Governing Council of the UNEP on its twelfth special session and implementation of section IV.C, entitled 

“Environmental pillar in the context of sustainable development”, of the outcome document of the UN Conference on Sustainable 

Development (A/RES/67/213), 2012. http://undocs.org/a/res/67/213 
15 UNGA, Change of the designation of the Governing Council of the UN Environment Programme (A/RES/67/251), 2013. 

https://undocs.org/A/RES/67/251 
16 UNEA, First Session of the UN Environmental Assembly, 2014. https://environmentassembly.unenvironment.org/unea1 
17 UNEP, The First 40 Years of the UNEP, 2012, p. 7. http://www.unep.org/pdf/40thbook.pdf 
18 UNGA, Institutional and financial arrangements for international environmental cooperation (A/RES/2997(XXVII), 1972. 

https://undocs.org/A/RES/2997(XXVII) 
19 Ibid. 
20 New Zealand, UN Handbook 2019-20, 2019, pp. 263-264. https://www.mfat.govt.nz/en/peace-rights-and-security/work-with-the-un-

and-other-partners/un-handbook-2019-20 
21 Charter of the UN, 1945, Art. 55(b). https://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/ 

UN DGC, The UN System, 2019. https://www.un.org/en/pdfs/18-00159e_un_system_chart_17x11_4c_en_web.pdf 

UNGA, Institutional and financial arrangements for international environmental cooperation (A/RES/2997 (XXVII)), 1972, p. 43. 

https://undocs.org/A/RES/2997(XXVII) 
22 New Zealand, UN Handbook 2019-20, 2019, pp. 263-264. https://www.mfat.govt.nz/en/peace-rights-and-security/work-with-the-un-

and-other-partners/un-handbook-2019-20 
23 Ibid. 
24 UNGA, Change of the designation of the Governing Council of the UN Environment Programme (A/RES/67/251), 2013. 

https://undocs.org/A/RES/67/251 

UNGA, Report of the Governing Council of the UNEP on its twelfth special session and implementation of section IV.C, entitled 

“Environmental pillar in the context of sustainable development”, of the outcome document of the UN Conference on Sustainable 

http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
https://undocs.org/A/RES/67/251
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At its first universal session of the UNEA in 2013, the Assembly decided the UNEA would convene biennially in 

Nairobi beginning the following year.25 The UNEA is charged with making strategic decisions and providing policy 

direction for the work of UNEP.26A bureau of ministers is elected to lead each UNEA session, which includes a 

president, eight vice-presidents, and a rapporteur.27 The UNEA President for UNEA-5 in 2021 is Sveinung 

Rotevatn, the minister of Environment and Climate of Norway.28  

In 2013, through decision 27/2, the Assembly established the open-ended Committee of Permanent Representatives 

(CPR) as a subsidiary intersessional body of the UNEA.29 The CPR is comprised of all UN Member States, UN 

specialized agencies, the European Community, and those accredited to the UNEP.30 The CPR meets in Nairobi 

between formal sessions to develop policy guidance, prepare agenda items for the UNEA meeting, and monitor the 

implementation of ongoing UNEP programs.31 The CPR holds regular quarterly meetings and thematic debates 

throughout the programmatic year, in addition to annual subcommittee meetings on specific issues and open-ended 

meetings in advance of the UNEA.32 A five-member bureau, elected biennially based on geographic representation, 

oversees the work of the CPR.33 

The Governing Bodies of the UNEP, consisting of the UNEA, the CPR, and the ad hoc open-ended expert group on 

marine litter and microplastics, are supported by the Secretariat of Governing Bodies.34 The Secretariat acts as the 

main communication channel with governments, stakeholders, and other UNEP divisions and regional offices.35 

Within the Secretariat, there are three main components: the Governing Bodies Unite, the Civil Society Unit, and the 

Private Sector Unit.36  

The Civil Society Unit partners with major groups and stakeholders to ensure transparency and inclusiveness in 

intergovernmental decision-making processes and to engage and amplify the voices of civil society and those 

directly impacted by challenges related to human impact on the environment and related policies.37 Lastly, the 

Private Sector Unit is the coordinating hub for the UNEP's work with the private sector and business coalitions to 

ensure impactful, transformative and positive contributions to the implementation of the UNEP's Programme of 

Work and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda) (2015).38  

Recent Developments 

Agenda and Priorities 

The UNEA has six priority areas under its mandate: climate change, post-conflict and disaster management, 

ecosystem management, e4nvironmental governance, harmful substances, and resource efficiency and sustainable 

consumption and production.39 Recent work of the UNEA is guided by the UNEP Medium-Term Strategy 2018-

2021 (2016).40 The Medium-Term Strategy identifies seven priority areas and proposed outcomes: climate change, 

 
Development (A/RES/67/213), 2012. http://undocs.org/a/res/67/213 

New Zealand, UN Handbook 2019-20, 2019, pp. 263-264. https://www.mfat.govt.nz/en/peace-rights-and-security/work-with-the-un-and-

other-partners/un-handbook-2019-20 
25 Ibid. 
26 UNEA, UNEA. https://environmentassembly.unenvironment.org/ 
27 UNEA, UNEA 5 Presidency and Bureau. https://environmentassembly.unenvironment.org/unea-5-presidency-and-bureau 
28 Ibid. 
29 New Zealand, UN Handbook 2019-20, 2019, pp. 263-264. https://www.mfat.govt.nz/en/peace-rights-and-security/work-with-the-un-

and-other-partners/un-handbook-2019-20 
30 Ibid. 
31 UNEA, UNEA. https://environmentassembly.unenvironment.org/ 
32 Ibid. 
33 UNEP, Chair and Bureau of the Committee of Permanent Representatives. https://www.unenvironment.org/cpr/chair-and-bureau-

committee-permanent-representatives?_ga=2.106956481.29224143.1599515035-126180611.1598130081 
34 UNEA, Secretariat of Governing Bodies and Stakeholders. https://environmentassembly.unenvironment.org/sgbs 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 UN Office of the Secretary-General’s Envoy on Youth, UNEP: UNEP, 2013. https://www.un.org/youthenvoy/2013/08/unep-united-

nations-environment-programme/ 
40 UNEP, Medium Term Strategy 2018-2021, 2016, p. 7. http://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/7621/-UNEP_medium-

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
http://undocs.org/a/res/67/213
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


 

2 

resilience to disasters and conflicts; healthy and productive ecosystems; environmental governance; chemicals, 

waste and air quality; resource efficiency; environment under review.41 The UNEP also continually works toward 

achieving the sustainable development goals (SDGs), aiming to reduce environmental risks and increase the 

resilience of societies and the environment through the development and enhancement of integrated approaches to 

sustainable development.42 

Meetings and Conferences 

UNEA-4 was held in March 2019 in Nairobi, under the theme of "innovative solutions for environmental challenges 

and sustainable consumption and production.43 The fourth session addressed environmental challenges relating to 

poverty and natural resource management; life-cycle approaches to resource efficiency, energy, chemicals and waste 

management; and innovative sustainable business development at a time of rapid technological change.44 

The fifth session of the UNEA, to be held in February 2021, aims to connect and consolidate environmental actions 

within sustainable development and increased effectiveness in implementation.45 The theme of UNEA-5 is 

"Strengthening Actions for Nature to Achieve the Sustainable Development Goals."46 The fifth session hopes to 

motivate information sharing between Member States and stakeholders on successful approaches and nature-based 

solutions to achieve the 2030 Agenda (2015).47 

  

 
term_strategy_2018-2021-2016MTS_2018-2021.pdf.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y 

41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 UNEA, Fourth session of the UNEA. https://environmentassembly.unenvironment.org/unea4 
44 Ibid. 
45 UNEA, Fifth session of the UNEA. https://environmentassembly.unenvironment.org/unea5 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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I. Advancing Justice, Governance and Law for Environmental Sustainability 

2019 was a year when our past finally caught up with us, and science provided an unambiguous 

call for urgent action. A year when the world witnessed devastating storms, ice sheets melting in the 

arctic, giant wildfires and deadly floods. A year when we were warned that 1 million plant and 

animal species face extinction. A year when we were reminded that unless we act immediately to 

drastically cut greenhouses gas emissions, we will alter life on Earth forever.  

–Joyce Msuya, UN Assistant Secretary-General and UNEP Deputy Executive Director 

Introduction 

According to the 2019 Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) 

Global Assessment, the global environmental landscape is declining at unprecedented rates, with more than one 

million species facing the threat of extinction and productivity of the global land surface has gone down by 23 percent 

due to land degradation.48 The decline of the global environmental landscape threatens to erode the very foundations 

of human economies, livelihoods, food security, health, and quality of life.49 Considering that there has been good 

progress in only four of the 20 targets of the Strategic Plan for Biodiversity (Aichi Biodiversity Targets), and negative 

trends that will undermine progress toward 80 percent of the SDGs, the IPBES report found that current trajectories 

of international efforts for conservation and sustainability will not meet global environmental goals and the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda) (2015).50 The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 

defines environmental sustainability as "acting in a way that ensures future generations have the natural resources 

available to live an equal, if not better, way of life as current generations."51 Additionally, the UNEP defines 

sustainable development as "development that meets the needs of the present without compromising [future 

generations' ability] to meet their own needs," and the concept is hinged on three components: economic growth, 

social inclusion, and environmental protection.52 Ensuring environmental sustainability lies in advancing three critical 

but interconnected areas: environmental justice, environmental governance, and environmental rule of law.  

Environmental justice broadly covers efforts to protect the rights of the poorest and most vulnerable in society from 

the impacts of the declining environment, prevent further decline of the environment, and punish wrongs related to 

the decline of the environment.53 Principle 10 of the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development (Rio 

Declaration) (1992) set the basis for environmental justice where it emphasized the need for the participation of 

relevant citizens, access to information regarding the environment, the opportunity to participate within relevant 

decision-making processes, and access to judicial and administrative proceedings in matters relating to the 

environment.54 At its core, environmental justice is legal transformations that aim to curb abuses of power that impact 

the most vulnerable from the pollution and contamination of the environment.55 Environmental governance 

encompasses the rules, policies and institutions that shape how humans interact with the environment, while 

international environmental governance (sometimes referred to as “IEG”) is the "[continual] process of interactive 

decision-making in international environmental matters," including institutions and organizations as well as binding 

agreements, policy instruments and procedures that regulate environmental protection at the international level.56 The 

 
48 IPBES, ‘Unprecedented’; Species Extinction Rates ‘Accelerating’, 2019. https://ipbes.net/news/Media-Release-Global-Assessment 
49 Ibid. 
50 IUCN, Aichi Targets. https://www.iucn.org/theme/species/our-work/influencing-policy/convention-biological-diversity-cbd/aichi-

targets 
51 UNEP, Why sustainability matters. https://www.unenvironment.org/about-un-environment/sustainability/why-sustainability-matters  
52 UNEP, Legislative approaches to sustainable agriculture and natural resources governance, 2020. 

https://www.unenvironment.org/resources/publication/legislative-approaches-sustainable-agriculture-and-natural-resources-0  
53 UNDP, Environmental Justice –Comparative Experiences in Legal Empowerment, 2014. 

https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/democratic-governance/access_to_justiceandruleoflaw/environmental-

justice---comparative-experiences.html ] 
54 UNGA, Report of the UN Conference on Environment and Development (A/CONF.151/26(Vol.I), 1992. 

https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/generalassembly/docs/globalcompact/A_CONF.151_26_Vol.I_Declar

ation.pdf  
55 UNDP, Environmental Justice –Comparative Experiences in Legal Empowerment, 2014. 

https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/democratic-governance/access_to_justiceandruleoflaw/environmental-

justice---comparative-experiences.html 
56 UNEP, Introduction to environmental governance, 2017, p. 4. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/milestones/unced
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/milestones/unced
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/democratic-governance/access_to_justiceandruleoflaw/environmental-justice---comparative-experiences.html
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/democratic-governance/access_to_justiceandruleoflaw/environmental-justice---comparative-experiences.html
about:blank
about:blank
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/democratic-governance/access_to_justiceandruleoflaw/environmental-justice---comparative-experiences.html
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/democratic-governance/access_to_justiceandruleoflaw/environmental-justice---comparative-experiences.html
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rule of law –which has remained unchanged since it was defined in the Report of the Secretary-General 2004/616 

(2004) –is "a principle of governance in which all persons, institutions and entities, public and private, including the 

State itself, are accountable to laws that are publicly promulgated, equally enforced and independently adjudicated, 

and which are consistent with international human rights norms and standards."57 It should have three related 

components: consistent with fundamental rights; inclusively developed and fairly effectuated; and should bring forth 

accountability on both paper and in practice.58 Environmental rule of law incorporates critical environmental needs 

and connects it with fundamental rights and obligations.59 It is an essential component of sustainable development and 

provides environmental governance, which can be discretionary, subjective, and unpredictable without environmental 

rule of law.60  

Progress toward environmental sustainability in line with the SDGs requires advancement in access to justice, 

governance, and the rule of law as it intersects with the environment. The UNEP firmly holds that environmental 

governance is a crucial key component in achieving sustainable development, which requires effective decision-

making processes, effective institutions, policies, laws, standards, and norms.61  

International Framework 

The Stockholm Declaration on the Human Environment (Stockholm Declaration) (1972) was the first major 

environmental declaration that detailed a resolution on institutional and financial arrangements and an ambition action 

plan comprising 109 recommendations.62 Specifically, Principle 22 urges Member States to cooperate in developing 

international law regarding the "liability and compensation for the victims of pollution and other environmental 

damage caused by activities within [their] jurisdiction."63 Ten years later, the Nairobi Declaration on the State of 

Worldwide Environment (Nairobi Declaration) (1982) further emphasized the need to implement all 109 

recommendations of the Stockholm Declaration (1972) fully and recommended that Member States "promote the 

progressive development of environmental law, including conventions and agreements."64 The UN Conference on 

Environment and Development was held in Brazil in 1992, resulted in the adoption of Agenda 21 (1992), a 

comprehensive plan for players on different levels where human activities impact the environment.65 Chapter 39 of 

Agenda 21 focuses on international legal instruments and mechanisms through activities such as improving 

implementation mechanisms, ensuring effective participation in international law-making, and mechanisms in settling 

disputes in sustainable development. 66 Additionally, the Programme for the Further Implementation of Agenda 21 

(A/RES/S-19/2) was passed in 1997 as a supplement to implementing the recommendations within Agenda 21.67 

In 2002, at the Global Judges Symposium, the Johannesburg Principles on the Role of Law and Sustainable 

Development was adopted.68 It contained 21 proposals, including improving the judiciary system's capacity to carry 

out their functions, improving the level of public participation in decision-making processes, and strengthening 

environmental law education.69 The Malmo Ministerial Declaration was adopted at the sixth session of the UNEP 

Governing Council in 2000, deeply concerned about the discrepancy between commitments and actions on 

 
https://elearning.informea.org/pluginfile.php/4724/block_html/content/3%20hours%20course%20-%20GOVERNANCE.pdf 

57 UNSC, The rule of law and transitional justice in conflict and post-conflict societies (S/2004/616), 2004, pp. 5-8. 

https://undocs.org/S/2004/616 

UNEP, Environmental Rule of Law. https://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/environmental-rights-and-governance/what-we-

do/promoting-environmental-rule-law-0 
58 UNEP, Environmental Rule of Law: First Global Report, 2019, p. 8. 

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/27279/Environmental_rule_of_law.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y 
59 InforMEA, Environmental Rule of Law. https://www.informea.org/en/terms/environmental-rule-of-law 
60 UNEP, Environmental Rule of Law. https://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/environmental-rights-and-governance/what-we-

do/promoting-environmental-rule-law-0 
61 UNEP, Environmental rights and governance overview. https://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/environmental-

governance/about-environmental-governance/environmental-governance 
62 UN, Report of the UN Conference on the Human Environment (A/Conf.48/14/Rev.1), 1972. http://undocs.org/A/CONF.48/14/REV.1 
63 Ibid. 
64 UN, Nairobi Declaration on the State of Worldwide Environment, 1982. http://www.un-documents.net/nair-dec.htm 
65 UN CSD, Agenda 21, 1992. https://nwmun.link/2LBjxqx  
66 Ibid. 
67 UNGA, Programme for the Further Implementation of Agenda 21(A/RES/S-19/2), 1997. https://undocs.org/A/RES/S-19/2  
68 Global Judges Symposium, Johannesburg Principles on the Role of Law and Sustainable Development, 2002, pp. 1-2. 

https://www.eufje.org/images/DocDivers/Johannesburg%20Principles.pdf 
69 Ibid. 

https://wedocs.unep.org/handle/20.500.11822/28247
https://wedocs.unep.org/handle/20.500.11822/28247
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/milestones/unced
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/milestones/unced
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/milestones/unced
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/666264?ln=en
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
http://undocs.org/A/CONF.48/14/REV.1
about:blank
https://nwmun.link/2LBjxqx
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environmental issues.70 The Plan of implementation of the World Summit on Sustainable Development (2002), in 

particular chapter 10 emphasizes the need for enhancing the provisions on support to developing countries and 

countries with economies in transition for capacity-building as well as the provisions on technical and technological 

support.71  

UNEP organized the World Congress on Justice, Governance and Law for Environmental Sustainability in 

collaboration with the UN Conference on Sustainable Development in 2012 at the Rio+20.72 The World Congress 

comprise s over 250 of the Chief Justices, attorneys generals, and auditor generals from around the world to address 

the environment and sustainable development.73 The Rio+20 Declaration on Justice, Governance and Law for 

Environmental Sustainability (2012) was adopted as an outcome of the conference.74 The declaration called for UNEP 

to lead the “establishment of an international institutional network to continue engaging high-level legal officers, and 

promote information exchange, education and capacity-building of members of the judicial, auditing and prosecuting 

agencies."75 

The General Assembly adopted the Millennium Declaration in 2000, which consisted of eight Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) aiming to tackle issues such as poverty, hunger, and disease by 2015.76 MDG 7 (Ensure 

Environmental Sustainability) was formulated to ensure environmental sustainability after concerns on consumption 

and production patterns.77 The successor framework to the MDGs, the sustainable development goals (SDGs) were 

laid out in the 2030 Agenda (2015).78 There are relevant indicators in every SDG, however there are several that are 

particularly relevant (please see the particularly relevant goals outlined below in red).79 

 

 
70 UNEP, Malmö Ministerial Declaration, 2000. https://unep.ch/natcom/assets/milestones/malmo_declaration.PDF 
71 UN, Draft plan of implementation of the WSD (A/CONF.199/L.1), 2002. https://undocs.org/A/CONF.199/L.1 
72 UNEP, Advancing Justice, Governance and Law for Environmental Sustainability, 2012. 
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79 UN DESA, The 17 Goals, 2019. https://sdgs.un.org/goals  

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/9969/advancing_justice_governance_law.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/9969/advancing_justice_governance_law.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://unep.ch/natcom/assets/milestones/malmo_declaration.PDF
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/9969/advancing_justice_governance_law.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
about:blank
https://www.who.int/topics/millennium_development_goals/about/en/
about:blank
about:blank
https://undocs.org/A/RES/70/1
about:blank


 

2 

Role of UNEA and the International System 

Since 1982, UNEP has based its environmental governance activities on the sequential 10-year Montevideo 

Programmes for the Development and Periodic Review of Environmental Law (Montevideo I Programme).80 The 

UNEA has since adopted four additional programs, with the most recent being the Fifth Montevideo Programmes for 

the Development and Periodic Review of Environmental Law (Montevideo V Programme) in 2019, which commenced 

on January 2020.81 In 1981, experts met to establish a framework and method that included global, regional, and 

national efforts for the development and periodic review of environmental law and contribute to the preparation and 

implementation of the system-wide medium-term environmental law component environment program.82 The 

Montevideo Programme focused on developing environmental law in specific subject areas such as marine pollution, 

protection of the ozone layer, and the transport, handling and disposal of toxic and dangerous wastes through specific 

recommendations for each, and the general development of environmental law through the promotion of the research, 

writing, and teaching of theoretical and practical aspects of environmental law.83 Additional focus areas included 

international cooperation in environmental emergencies, legal and administrative mechanisms for preventing and 

redressing pollution damage, and environmental impact assessment.84 

The first explicit decision passed by the UNEA on environmental law, then the Governing Council, was decision 35 

(III) in 1975, which called for the development of adequate environmental law and provided technical assistance for 

developing Member States to develop their national environmental legislation.85 Since then, the UNEA has adopted 

environmental law decisions, each expanding on the work of the previous decisions. In 2003, the UNEA placed 

international environmental governance as a focus policy issue, highlighting the need to enhance governance through 

increased participation by civil society organizations (CSOs).86 Decision 22/17 (2003) on Governance and law was 

passed to follow- up to GA resolution 57/251 (2003) and the Global Judges Symposium: focusing on capacity-building 

in the area of environmental law, aimed the enhance principle 10 of the Rio Declaration, reviewed the status of 

international environmental conventions and protocols, and regarding the implementation of the Montevideo 

Programme III.87 At the twenty-third session of the UNEP Governing Council, passed decision 23/1 on the 

Implementation of decision SS.VII/1 on international environmental governance.88 The decision sought to strengthen 

environmental governance by adopting the Bali Strategic Plan for Technology Support and Capacity-Building, the 

strengthening of the scientific base and the financing of the UNEP, multilateral environmental agreements, and the 

enhancement of coordination across the UN system and the Environmental Management Group.89 At its twenty-fifth 

session, the Council passed three decisions on environmental governance and law: decision 25/1 on the 

Implementation of decision SS.VII/1 on international environmental governance; decision 25/4 on environmental 

governance; and decision 25/11 on environmental law. 90 Notably, decision 25/11 adopted the fourth Montevideo 

Programme, drafted guidelines for the development of a national legislature on access to information, public 

participation and access to justice in environmental matters, and also drafted additional guidelines for the development 

of national legislation on liability, response action and compensation for damage caused by activities dangerous to the 

environment.91 Governing Council decision 25/4 on international environmental governance in 2009 established a 

regionally representative group of ministers and high-level representatives, which would consider broader reform of 

the international governance system.92 In 2012, UNEP brought together various stakeholders in the global justice 

system at the World Congress on Justice, Governance and Law for Environmental Sustainability to contribute to the 

Rio+20 Conference on the role of environmental laws within the themes of the "Institutional Framework for 

 
80 UNEP, The Montevideo Programme: a decade of action on environmental law. https://www.unenvironment.org/explore-
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81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid. 
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85 UNEP, Report of the Governing Council on the work of its third session, 1975, pp. 101-102. 
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Sustainable Development " and "Green Economy.93 The world congress aimed to foster a common vision and 

principles on how to use justice, law and governance to promote sustainable development to outline future actions 

required by national and international legal stakeholders to promote the pursuit of sustainable development in the 21st 

century founded on the rule of law and effective governance.94 The same year, the UNEP established the International 

Advisory Council for the Advancement of Justice, Governance and Law for Environmental Sustainability, a nine-

member advisory council led by the UNEP to provide strategic guidance to the international community in improving 

the foundations for achieving international environmental goals, and overcoming legal barriers to inclusive sustainable 

development.95 2013 was the first universal session of the Governing Council, and the first year in which the Council 

addressed the topic of "Advancing Justice, Governance and Law for Environmental Sustainability." Decision 27/9 

(2013) on Advancing Justice, Governance and Law for Environmental Sustainability, which was the first 

internationally negotiated document that established the term "environmental rule of law," and invited stakeholders to 

reinforce cooperation to combat non-compliance with environmental laws.96  

Key Issues 

Strengthening implementation and enforcement mechanisms of multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs) 

MEAs is a broad term referring to a legally binding international instrument through which Member States commit to 

achieving specific environmental goals and can take many forms such as conventions, treaties, agreements, charters, 

accord, covenant, or protocol.97 While MEAs refer to those between more than three Member States, bilateral 

agreements may sometimes be considered a MEA.98 According to the UNEP's first "Global Assessment of 

Environmental Rule of Law " in 2019, it found that even though there had been dramatic growth in environmental 

laws and agencies since the 1972 Stockholm Declaration, weak implementation and enforcement mechanisms 

continue to be a global trend in environmental governance.99 "Implementation " refers to all relevant laws, regulation, 

policies, and other measures that parties adopt to meet their obligations under a MEA.100 "Enforcement " refers to the 

range of procedures and actions employed by a Member State, its authorities and agencies to ensure that organizations 

or persons failing to comply with environmental laws or regulations can be made to comply or punished through civil, 

administrative, or criminal action.101 Weak implementation and enforcement mechanisms often occur due to the lack 

of appropriate laws, regulations and infrastructures to uphold commitments to MEAs.102 Enforcement is a critical 

component to ensure the effective implementation of MEAs as they ensure compliance, strengthen the credibility of 

environmental requirements, ensure fairness, address poverty, and reduce costs and liabilities.103 UNEP's Manual on 

Compliance with and Enforcement of Multilateral Environmental Agreements (2006) presents a framework for an 

effective enforcement program involving the following components: creating enforceable requirements; detailing 

those subject to the requirements and setting program priorities; monitoring compliance; promoting compliance in the 
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regulated community; responding to violations; clarifying roles and responsibilities ; and evaluating the success of the 

program and holding program personnel accountable for its success.104 At the national level, strong rule of law will 

ensure adequate implementation and enforcement of MEAs to advance the benefits envisioned by environmental 

laws.105 

 

While there has been an increase in environmental laws, government implementation and enforcements are often 

irregular, incomplete, and ineffective, lacking clear standards or the necessary mandates.106 Additionally, UNEP's first 

global report on the environmental rule of law found that many Member States often have laws and institutions 

modeled after those in other countries, and thus may not accurately consider their culture, practices, and resources 

which may render them ineffective.107 As such, policymakers should reevaluate the mandate and administrative 

structure of existing laws, policies, and institutions to identify regulatory overlap or underlap.108 The ultimate goal of 

environmental rule of law is to steer behavior toward a course of sustainability by creating an expectance of 

compliance with environmental law, which calls for the improving the implementation and enforcement of 

environmental rule of law is dependent on the following priority areas: institutions, civic engagement, and 

environmental rights and justice.109 The "Environmental Rule of Law: First Global Report " highlighted that 

institutions should have clear and appropriate mandates; coordinate across all sectors and levels of the government; 

develop the capacity of institutional personnel; and ensure the fair and consistent enforcement of the law.110 It also 

noted that civic engagement is needed to provide the public with meaningful access to information and to engage them 

in the environmental decision-making process, which is vital in including those most affected within such processes.111 

Environmental rule of law is predicated upon respect for constitutional and human rights. As such, procedural rights 

such as access to information, government participation, justice, and non-discrimination are essential.112 
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UNEA works to strengthen governmental and organizational institutions by building the capacity of Member States 

to implement and enforce environmental laws and encourage transboundary cooperation.113 In 2001, the UNEA passed 

decision 21/27, which drafted guidelines for enhancing compliance and enforcement efforts in MEAs.114 The draft 

guidelines were adopted in UNEA decision SS.VII/4 (2002).115 The guidelines were meant to assist with present 

implementation and enforcement issues and facilitate consideration of compliance issues at the design and negotiation 

stages.116 The guidelines on compliance considered in MEAs, non-compliance mechanisms, review of effectiveness, 

dispute settlement provisions, national implementations, capacity-building and technology transfer, and international 

cooperation.117 The guidelines on enforcement highlighted that each Member State is free to design and implement 

enforcement measures appropriate for their legal system and social, economic and cultural circumstances.118 It 

provides guidelines on national laws and regulations, institutional framework, national coordination, training for 

enhancing enforcement capabilities, public environmental awareness and education, consistency in laws and 

regulations, cooperation in judicial proceedings, and capacity-building and strengthening.119 Specifically, the UNEA 

law division is tasked with developing and facilitating international environmental law, governance and policy, 

focusing on environmental law at the national level, environmental regional treaties and frameworks, strengthening 

institutions, and advancing environmental rights.120 UNEA's law division, in 2017, worked toward enhancing Member 

States' environmental law capabilities in enforcing the rule of law.121 For example, the UNEA law division, under the 

auspices of the Green Customs Initiative (GCI), worked to enhance the capacity of customs and border control 

authorities to detect and prevent illegal trade of environmentally-sensitive commodities through reinforcing the work 

of the Regional Enforcement Network, strengthening the ability of investigators to investigate and prosecute wildlife 

crime, and strengthening legal frameworks to combat wildlife crime.122 While continuing to work with individual 

Member States and regions, in 2018, the UNEA law division further expanded on its work, such as integrating 

environmental law into judicial curricula and holding training to build judicial systems' capacity to allow them to 

investigate and prosecute environmental crimes. 123 In 2019, UNEA sponsored the Conference of the Association of 

Environmental Law Lecturers in the Middle East and North Africa Universities in Morocco, which focused on 

developing environmental law curriculum for universities in the region in collaboration with law enforcement and the 

judicial branch.124  
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Increasing the role of women in strengthening environmental governance 

Women have a diverse range of roles which can interact directly with the environment, including farmers, fishers, 

caregivers responsible for finding sources of fuel and water, and even entrepreneurs in the green tech industry, which 

go unrecognized and their needs are left unmet in the shaping and applying of environmental policies.125 At the UN 

Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in 1992, women's environmental management contributions 

were recognized as a critical component.126 States parties have acknowledged the importance of including women in 

the implementation plans to the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance  Especially as Waterfowl Habitat 

(Ramsar Convention) (1971), the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) (1992), the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) (1992), and the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in 

Those Countries Experiencing Serious Drought and/or Desertification, Particularly in Africa (UNCCD) (1994).127  

Relatedly, the 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (BPfA) was a milestone for gender equality and 

women's empowerment.128 The BPfA (1995) set out three strategic objectives specific to women and environmental 

issues: involve women actively in all levels of decision-making processes; integrate gender concerns and perspectives 

in policies and programs for sustainable development; and strengthen and establish mechanisms at national, regional, 

and international levels to access the impact of development and environmental policies on women.129 Other notable 

international frameworks that affirm and highlights the need to strengthen the role of women in environmental 

governance include the Johannesburg Principles on the Role of Law and Sustainable Development, which mentions 

explicitly gender analysis, gender-specific data and gender mainstreaming in all sustainable development efforts, and 

the recognition of women's land rights.130 Even with acknowledging that women bring crucial viewpoints into 
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decision-making processes, the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN 

Women) found that women represent less than one-third of decision-makers in six out of nine environmental decision-

making processes that were analyzed.131  

In Agenda 21 (1992), women's role in sustainable development be strengthened by eliminating obstacles to their equal 

participation, specifically within decision-making processes.132 In chapter 24 of the Agenda 21 (1992) it highlighted 

the need to integrate women "into all policies, programmes, and activities," listed objectives for national governments 

such as implementing the Nairobi Forward-Looking Strategies for the Advancement of Women the official document 

of the UN Third World Conference on Women, and the need to address women's roles in decision- making, education 

reform, family planning, and anti-violence.133 In 2002, the Network of Women Ministers and Leaders of the 

Environment (NWMLE) was established to promote and protect women's rights and ensure that the sustainable 

development principles reflecting such rights are at the core of global and national environmental policies, programs 

and practices.134 NWMLE works to provide technical advice to governments and UN agencies on implementation of 

intersectional approaches to sustainable development in policy and practice, advocates for women's rights and justice 

across policy spaces, and helps facilitate the partnership and involvement of women across policy spaces.135  

In the fourth session of UNEA, the Assembly adopted resolution 17 (2019) on "Promoting gender equality and the 

human rights and empowerment of women and girls in environmental governance."136 The resolution acknowledged 

women's crucial role as decision-makers for the sustainability of environmental policy, planning, and programming.137 

The resolution sought to increase the role of women through the prioritization of the implementation of gender polices 

and action plans within MEAs, establishment of social and gender criteria in project implementation and financing for 

environmental projects at national levels, and supporting the training and capacity-building efforts for women and 
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men regarding mainstreaming gender and enhancing the participation of women in them.138 It also requested that the 

UNEP incorporate the United Nations Environment Programme's Policy and Strategy on Gender Equality and the 

Environment and Gender Implementation Plan into all environmental programs funded by the GCF and the GEF.139 

According to a study conducted by the Women's Environment and Development Organization (WEDO), in 

collaboration with ICLEI –Local Governments for Sustainability (ICLEI), found challenges to increasing women's 

role in environmental governance included lack of gender conscious, traditions and customs, women's multiple roles, 

gender bias, and institutional barriers.140 In conjunction with the International Union for Conservation of Nature 

(ICUN), UN Women created the Environment and Gender Index (EGI), which is the first monitoring and 

accountability mechanisms that bring together gender and environmental variables.141 They noted that a barrier to 

increasing women's participation is a lack of information, data, and measurement of their participation in 

environmental decision-making processes.142 The EGI data set hopes to fill some of that knowledge gap, providing 

data from six categories –ecosystems, gender based education, governance, country reported activities, livelihoods, 

and gender based rights and participation –and is comprised of nine indicators including international climate change 

policy, climate finance, and the forestry, energy and transportation sectors.143 UN Women and the IUCN global office 

continue to develop new data sets that focus on national level policies, programs, and governmental focus points to 

strengthen analytical processes and programming.144 Ensuring women's consultation and participation in 

environmental governance and strengthening the role of women's groups and networks will allow women to strengthen 

such policies and further ensure inclusive policymaking processes that represent the perspectives of the entire 

community.145 

Ensuring adequate access to justice for governmental accountability 

Access to justice is deemed a fundamental principle of the rule of law to allow the public to make their voice heard, 

exercise their rights, and hold governments accountable for their actions.146 This right is emphasized within the 

Declaration of the High-Level Meeting on the Rule of Law (A/RES/67/1) (2012), where the commitment of Member 
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States to provide fair, transparent, 

effective, non-discriminatory and 

accountable justice services.147 Formal 

justice mechanisms such as courts are 

often the main focus of accessibility talks. 

Still, it is also vital to include informal 

mechanisms that help deliver justice in 

rural and urban areas.148 Informal 

mechanisms include traditional, 

indigenous, customary, or non-state justice 

systems.149 It is estimated that around 80% 

of environmental cases in developing 

Member States are resolved through such 

mechanisms.150Although environmental 

governmental efforts have increased 

monumentally over the decades, access to 

justice is crucial for the public to hold 

corporations and governments accountable 

for their actions and ensure they are in line 

with international commitments.151 Trends 

in the purpose of climate litigation include: 

holding governments to their legislative 

and policy commitments; linking impacts 

of resource extraction to climate change 

and resilience; establishing that particular 

emissions are the proximate cause of 

particular adverse climate change impacts; 

establishing liability for failures or efforts 

to adapt to climate change; and applying 

the public trust doctrine to climate change.152  

In recent years, there has been a notable increase in climate litigation from groups and individuals that seek to hold 

governments and corporations.153 Environmentalists worldwide have been using climate litigation as a weapon to hold 

governments and corporations accountable for the damage they cause to the environment.154 In 2017, UNEP published 

The Status of Climate Change Litigation: A Global Review, it noted that climate change cases in 25 Member States, 

with over 800 cases filed globally.155 The report also found more litigations were filed in the Global South due to the 

steady proliferation of laws and financial resources.156 One notable case from 2019 was the climate fraud lawsuit filed 

against the fossil fuel company, ExxonMobil in New York, which alleged that Exxon failed to disclose the climate-

related risks to its investors and failed to disclose the severity of the impacts from continued fossil fuel burning.157 
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New York Supreme Court Judge Barry Ostrager determined that the Attorney General did not prove Exxon defrauded 

investors or misled them about the climate risks of its business, but was clear that his ruling only related to the fraud 

charges and did not absolve them from responsibility for contributing to climate change through the emission of 

greenhouse gasses in the production of its fossil fuel products.158 Outside the United States, most litigations take a 

human rights approach in forcing the hands of their government.159 Success of litigation cases like the 2015 Urgenda 

foundation v. State of the Netherlands and the 2018 Demanda Generaciones Futuras v. Minambiente in Colombia 

continue to inspire citizens to hold their governments accountable.160 

According to the UNEP Environmental Rule of Law: First Global Report, there are four common barriers to 

accessibility: legal standing, financial barriers, geographic remoteness, and lack of specialized knowledge.161 A party 

must have "standing," or sufficient connection to the dispute, to first file a case in court.162 Standing requirements can 

differ based on the legal interpretation of it. They can be restrictive (requiring the party to have suffered actual harm 

from the dispute) to the most open (allowing any party to bring the case on behalf of the public good).163 As of 2017, 

more than 130 Member States have established board or even universal standing to facilitate access to courts and 

tribunals for environmental cases.164 Courts and tribunals can impose high court costs, coupled with expensive 

attorneys' and expert fees can create a high financial barrier to access justice.165 UNEP has recommended lowering 

bonding requirements in public interest cases and encouraging free representation for those without adequate resources 

by skilled legal counsel and legal clinics.166 Many courts and tribunals are in regional capitals or are in the capital city, 

and getting there from remote locations can pose a significant barrier.167 Some courts have beg un to hold sessions in 

remote locations and allow virtual hearings to remedy this.168 Due to the nature of most environmental cases, the 

knowledge involved is often highly technical that require scientific, specialized or engineering knowledge. As such, 

such knowledge must be made available to all parties in an environmental issue. 

Additionally, how cases are managed will determine whether parties have confidence in the environmental rule of 

law.169 Educating lawyers about environmental law and ensuring a broad understanding of environmental law within 

the judiciary helps ensure that judges are reading and willing to hear environmental cases.170 The International Bar 

Association has released a Model Statute for Proceedings Challenging Government Failure to Act on Climate Change 

in 2020, aiming to lower legal obstacles that prevent citizens from accessing the justice system for environmental 

issues.171 A healthy, independent judicial system where environmental law can be enforced is essential to creating a 

culture of compliance, preventing environmental harm before it occurs rather than only addressing it after the fact.172 

Conclusion 

Ensuring environmental sustainability lies in the advancement of three critical but interconnected areas: environmental 

justice, environmental governance, and environmental rule of law. It is a global challenge requiring cooperation from 

all players from international, regional, and local levels. Despite the notable increase in environmental laws and 

frameworks since the 1972 Stockholm Declaration, gaps continue to exist within environmental governance, 

specifically in relation to the implementation and enforcement mechanisms of MEAs. The implementation and 
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enforcement gaps can differ greatly due to the social, economic and cultural differences in individual Member States. 

The role women play in environment-related decision-making processes also play a huge role in advancing 

environmental justice, governance, and law. Women are often the backbone of many societies but play little to no role 

in decision-making processes that greatly impact their lives. Ensuring that they have a voice have shown to bring 

benefits across various issues. Justice systems are also crucial in ensuring accountability in Member State’s 

commitments to international conventions. Ensuring adequate access to it and ensuring that the system is able to 

properly address the case is important for public trust. Justice, governance and law and deeply interconnected within 

the issue of ensuring environmental sustainability and must be advanced as a whole with multi-level cooperation in 

order for it to be fully effective in achieving international goals of environmental sustainability. 
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II. United Nations Decade for Ecosystem Restoration (2021-2030) 

Introduction 

The U N General Assembly declared the United Nations (UN) Decade on Ecosystem Restoration on 1 March 2019 

by adopting resolution 73/284.173The Decade is a call for the protection and revival of ecosystems worldwide to 

sustain it both for people and nature.174 The resolution stressed the importance of inclusive work to preserve the 

world's ecosystems involving women, children according to their evolving capacities, young people, older persons, 

persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples and local communities.175 The United Nations Environment 

Programme (UNEP) and the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) are the UN entities which lead on activities 

and efforts that are part of the Decade.176 The UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration also aligns with the Decade of 

Action for the Sustainable Development Goals.177 Landscape degradation, climate change, and rapidly increasing 

populations over the past 50 years are often significant conflict drivers.178 The main goal of the Decade is building a 

strong, broad-based global movement to ramp up restoration and put the world on track for a sustainable future.179 

The degradation of land and marine ecosystems undermines the well-being of 3.2 billion people and costs about 10 

per cent of the annual global gross product in loss of species and ecosystems services.180 Critical ecosystems that 

deliver numerous services essential to food and agriculture, including freshwater supply, protection against hazards, 

and provision of habitat for species such as fish and pollinators, are declining rapidly.181 Ecosystem restoration is 

fundamental to achieving the SDGs, mainly those on climate change, poverty eradication, food security, water and 

biodiversity conservation.182 Most importantly, ecosystem restoration is key to maintaining peace and stability 

between groups.183 
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To achieve restoration, UNEP will halt the degradation of ecosystems and restore them to achieve global goals such 

as the sustainable development goals (SDG).184 Ecosystem restoration will support Goals 14 and 15 by enhancing 

the quality and area of habitats for wildlife.185 Ecosystems include a wide variety of areas across the world's 

agricultural areas, mountains, forests, wetlands, coastlines and oceans.186 The UN Decade is expected to contribute 

to the SDGs as well as the goals of the Paris Agreement (2015) adopted under the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) (1992), the Land Degradation Neutrality targets supported by the United 

Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), the goals of the post-2020 global biodiversity framework 

under the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) (1992), and the Bonn Challenge's target of restoring 350 

million hectares of degraded land.187 

UNEPs work for the Decade aims to stop and reverse the destruction and degradation of billions of hectares of 

ecosystems by empowering groups, financing projects on the ground, and investing in research.188 UNEPs work 

includes enhancing organic carbon in agricultural soils, increasing fish stocks in overfished zones, remediating 

polluted sites, restoring ecological processes, restoring biodiversity, and conserving fauna and flora in the restoration 

process.189 UNEA and FAO work with collaborating agencies such as the UN Convention to Combat 

Desertification, partners such as the World Economic Forum and restoration implementors like Afri100 to reach 

restoration goals.190 Whenever the term restoration is used for the Decade it refers to integrated land use planning as 

well subsequent actions in the ecosystem undertaken in a rights-based manner, where all stakeholders are informed 

of the full range of benefits to be gained through conservation, restoration and sustainable use of natural resources in 

their local ecosystems.191 While the resolution on the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration only plans for 

restoration for the next ten years, restoration is inherently long-term.192 Assisting societies globally planning for a 

timeframe is necessary to embark on a new ecological, economic and social trajectory through the rest of the 21st 

century and beyond.193 

International Framework 

Charter of the United Nations (Charter) (1945) is based on the view of the creation of conditions of stability and 

well-being necessary for peaceful and friendly relations among nations based on respect for the principle of equal 

rights and self-determination of peoples.194 The resolution on the United Nations Decade on Ecosystem Restoration 

2021–2030 (A/RES/73/284) came out of Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1) a historic document 

lays out the 17 goals which aim to mobilize global efforts to end poverty, foster peace, safeguard the rights and 

dignity of all people, and protect the planet.195 The decade connects to many of the SDGs mainly SDG6 clean water 

and sanitation, SDG12 responsible consumption and production, SDG 13 climate action. SDG6 aims to ensure 

availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all.196 SDG12 sets the goal of ensuring 

sustainable consumption and production patterns.197 SDG13 maintains the goal of taking urgent action to combat 

climate change and its impacts.198 

The UN Conference on Sustainable Development, held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, from 20 to 22 June 2012, entitled 

"The future we want", was perhaps the most important recent recognition of ecosystem restoration's role in 
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achieving sustainable development.199 General Assembly resolution (A/RES/66/288) brought together governments, 

the private sector, civil society and other groups, to find answers to reduce poverty, advance social equity and ensure 

environmental protection on an ever more crowded planet to get to the future of the world.200 Resolution 69/313 of 

the Addis Ababa Action Agenda of the Third International Conference on Financing for Development new global 

framework for financing sustainable development by drawing on finance, technology, innovation, trade, debt and 

data as a precursor to the SDGs.201 Finally, the Fourth session of the UN Environment Assembly of the UN 

Environment Programme faced environmental challenges related to poverty and natural resources management, 

including sustainable food systems, food security and halting biodiversity loss.202  

Role of UNEA and the International System 

United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) has discussed ecosystem restoration for many years but the 

proclamation of the United Nations Decade for Deserts and the Fight against Desertification (2010–2020) was the 

first time a significant resolution was written on the topic.203 The United Nations Decade on Biodiversity (2011–

2020), the International Decade for Action, "Water for Sustainable Development " (2018–2028), the United Nations 

Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable Development (2021–2030) and the United Nations Decade of Family 

Farming (2019–2028) are the precursors to the United Nations Decade on Ecosystem Restoration (2021–2030).204 

The main goal of most of global conventions are to mainstream ecosystem restoration at different levels.205 For 

example, throughout the United Nations Decade on Biodiversity the governments are encouraged to develop, 

implement and communicate the results of national strategies for implementation of the Strategic Plan for 

Biodiversity.206 The Great Green Wall aims to bring people together, restore degraded land and promote sustainable 

development by growing trees and plants.207 The UN has been working with the African Union Commission, the 

Pan-African Agency of the Great Green Wall and member countries to define their national strategies and action 

plans (2010-2013), a regional harmonized strategy (2012), and to support implementation activities on the ground 

(2014-2020). Some of the UN's work has been through Action Against Desertification which supports local 

communities, government and civil society in six African countries - Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, The Gambia, Niger, 

Nigeria and Senegal – as well as in Fiji and Haiti to restore degraded land and to manage fragile ecosystems.208 FAO 

and UNEP are now planning another boost to the Great Green Wall in coming years: both agencies lead the new UN 

Decade on Ecosystem Restoration 2021–2030. 

Institutional and Financial Arrangements for International Environmental Cooperation established the IN 

Environmental Programmee in 1972 to safeguard and enhance the environment for the benefit of present and future 

generations.209 The GA set up the UNEA as the leading global environmental authority that sets the global 

environmental agenda, promotes the coherent implementation of the environmental dimension of sustainable 

development within the United Nations system, and serves as an authoritative advocate for the global 

environment.210 More recently, in 2019, the UNEA of the United Nations Environment Programme had its fourth 

session in Nairobi, which set environmental challenges related to poverty and natural resources management, 

including sustainable food systems, food security and halting biodiversity loss at the for front.211 The session 

contributed to the implementation of plans for the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda) 
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(2015).212 Finally, the Promoting Gender Equality and the Human Rights and Empowerment of Women and Girls in 

Environmental Governance (UNEP/EA.4/L.21) finally recognized the critical role in moving today's society women 

play in environmental sustainability. Women and girls are disproportionately affected by climate change, the loss of 

biodiversity, pollution and natural disasters often exacerbate existing gender inequalities.213 

"The UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration will help countries race against the impacts of climate change 

and biodiversity loss. Ecosystems are being degraded at an unprecedented rate. Our global food systems 

and the livelihoods of many millions of people depend on all of us working together to restore healthy and 

sustainable ecosystems for today and the future." - José Graziano da Silva, Director-General of the Food 

and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO).214 

Key Issues 

Mitigating damage to marine and coastal waters 

Mitigating damage to marine and coastal waters means preventing, halting and reversing the degradation of 

ecosystems worldwide.215 All forests, grasslands, croplands, wetlands, savannahs, and other terrestrial to inland 

water ecosystems, marine and coastal ecosystems and urban environments are in dire need of some level of 

protection and restoration.216 The most important part of combating damage to marine and coastal waters is 

protecting and restoring freshwater and marine ecosystems to sustain their services for generations to come.217 To 

this day, 80 percent of global wastewater goes untreated, containing everything from pathogens found in human and 

animal waste to highly toxic industrial discharges.218 Once water is contaminated, it is difficult, costly, and 

sometimes impossible to remove all ecosystems' pollutants.219 Freshwater ecosystems can be polluted by organic 

matter, including plant nutrients from agricultural runoff like nitrogen or phosphorus.220 Moreover, it is estimated 

that 80 percent of marine chemical pollution originates on land and the vast majority of the global land surface is 

connected to the marine environment via river so chemical and plastics pollution of rivers is inextricably linked with 

ocean pollution.221 Finally, pollution can also be spread from irrigation, domestic wastewater and runoff of mines 

into rivers.222  

The third session of the UN Environment Assembly (UNEA 3) centered around the goal of a pollution-free planet.223 

The resolutions and decisions during the conference called for accelerated action to combat the spread of marine 

plastic litter and microplastics; eliminate exposure to lead paint and promote sound management of used lead-acid 

batteries; improve air quality globally; address water pollution; manage soil pollution; and control pollution in areas 

affected by terrorist operations and armed conflict.224 While significant strides toward less pollution in the world 

were made during the assembly much of the world's waste - around 20 billion tons per year- still ends up in the sea, 
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often without any preliminary processing.225 With the world population projected to reach 9.7 billion by 2050 and 

most of the world's megacities with more than 2.5 million inhabitants are in coastal areas more needs to be done to 

protect damage done to marine and coastal waters.226 Pollution due to excess nutrients in freshwater or saltwater can 

result in algal blooms that threaten aquatic animals because it deprives the water of oxygen.227 A lack of sufficient 

oxygen kills off aquatic life and plants, resulting in dead zones and threatening the ecosystem's survival. Land 

animals, birds, and humans can also be harmed by the contaminated water, or by consuming fish or shellfish that 

lived in contaminated water. 

Water is fundamental to life on the planet, but it is increasingly under demand and threatened.228 SDG 14 protects 

the world's oceans – their temperature, chemistry, currents and life – that drive global systems that make the Earth 

habitable for humankind.229 Member States can help address SDG 14 by focusing on the amount of pollution in the 

oceans. Marine pollution mostly comes from land-based sources with an average of 13,000 plastic litter pieces per 

square kilometer of ocean.230 Oceans also absorb about 30 percent of the carbon dioxide produced by humans, and 

have seen a 26 percent rise in ocean acidification since the Industrial Revolution.231 Around 80 percent of countries 

have already laid the foundations for integrated water resources management with the next goal moving forward to 

implement those plans.232 Some plans proposed by Member States such as Sudan, included which increased the 

coverage and access to water, sanitation, and hygiene worked with the UN-Water Integrated Monitoring Initiative 

(IMI) to compile country data.233 SDG 6 also relates to mitigating damage with the concept of integrating water 

resource management to promote the coordinated management and development of water, land, and resources 

without compromising the sustainability of vital ecosystems.234 SDG 6 builds on ongoing efforts of the international 

community including World Health Organization (WHO) and United Nations Children's Fund is a United Nations 

(UNICEF) Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene (JMP), Global Environment 

Monitoring System for Water (GEMS/Water), FAO's Global Information System on Water and Agriculture 

(AQUASTAT), and UN-Water Global Analysis and Assessment of Sanitation and Drinking Water (GLAAS).235 

People across the world need clean water to have economic and health security.236 UNEA efforts to address climate 

change by protecting water begins with increasing the availability of quality data for evidence-based policymaking, 

encouraging needed regulations, planning, and investing in water solutions worldwide.237 For example, the United 

States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) works with the UN Caribbean Environment Program based in 

Jamaica, focused on reducing land-based marine pollution sources, including in the Gulf of Mexico and the wider 

Caribbean region.238 Integrated water resources management (IWRM) is about balancing society's water 

requirements, the economy, and the environment.239Pollution-management instruments often overlap with 

ecosystem management instruments, including tools such as management plans, the assessment of “environmental 

 
225 IPEN. Ocean Pollutants Guide, Toxic Threats to Human and Marine Life, 2018. https://ipen.org/sites/default/files/documents/ipen-

ocean-pollutants-v2_1-en-web.pdf 
226 Ibid. 
227 One Green Planet, Pollution in Our Waterways is Harming People and Animals – How Can You Stop This, 2016. 

https://www.onegreenplanet.org/environment/pollution-in-our-waterways-is-harming-people-and-animals/ 
228 UN, Nothing More Fundamental to Life than Water, No More Crucial Year for Action, Secretary General Says at High-Level 

Conference in Tajikistan, 2015.  
229 UN, Goal 14, 2020. https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal14  
230 UNDP, Life Below Water, 2020. https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals/goal-14-life-below-

water.html  
231 Ibid. 
232 UNEP, Integrated Water Resources Management, 2018, p. 1. 

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/27509/IWRM_EN.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y  
233 Ibid.  
234 IWRM, Progress on Integrated Water Resources Management, 2018, p. 21. 

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/27509/IWRM_EN.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y  
235 UN-Water, Monitor and Report. https://www.unwater.org/what-we-do/monitor-and-report/ 
236 Shah, Increasing water security: the key to implementing the Sustainable Development Goals, 2016, p. 22. 

https://www.gwp.org/globalassets/global/toolbox/publications/background-papers/gwp_tec22_web.pdf  
237 UNESCO, Water resources an essential part of the solution to climate change, 2020. https://en.unesco.org/news/water-resources-

essential-part-solution-climate-change 
238 EPA, Protecting the Marine Environment. https://www.epa.gov/international-cooperation/protecting-marine-environment  
239 UNDESA, Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM), 2015, https://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/iwrm.shtml  

https://ipen.org/sites/default/files/documents/ipen-ocean-pollutants-v2_1-en-web.pdf
https://ipen.org/sites/default/files/documents/ipen-ocean-pollutants-v2_1-en-web.pdf
https://www.onegreenplanet.org/environment/pollution-in-our-waterways-is-harming-people-and-animals/
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal14
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals/goal-14-life-below-water.html
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals/goal-14-life-below-water.html
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/27509/IWRM_EN.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/27509/IWRM_EN.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.unwater.org/what-we-do/monitor-and-report/
https://www.gwp.org/globalassets/global/toolbox/publications/background-papers/gwp_tec22_web.pdf
https://en.unesco.org/news/water-resources-essential-part-solution-climate-change
https://en.unesco.org/news/water-resources-essential-part-solution-climate-change
https://www.epa.gov/international-cooperation/protecting-marine-environment
https://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/iwrm.shtml


 

2 

water requirements,” and protection of areas and species.240 Monitoring includes measuring the extent and quality of 

the ecosystems over time.241 State water-related laws are fully implemented across the United Arab Emirates, and 

authorities can effectively lead periodic IWRM plan revision.242 Several countries such as Bolivia and Peru's 

Titicaca-Desaguadero-Poopó-Salar de Coipasa System have also developed IWRM transboundary basin level plans 

to protect their water by integrated and institutionalized management at the binational level, covering the 

management of water resources.243 State and international laws such as the 1982 Law of the Sea Convention operate 

to resolve how the world can protect our marine and coastal waters.244 

Restoring degraded forests and land 

The degradation of ecosystems undermines the well-being of 3.2 billion people and costs an estimated ten per cent 

of the annual Global Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in loss of species and ecosystems services.245 Restoring 350 

million hectares of degraded landscapes by 2030 which is the goal of the Decade, presents a boost to rural 

economies worth US$9 trillion in ecosystem services and contributes to alleviate poverty by giving people access to 

natural resources in their communities again.246 Land removed a net six gigatons (Gt) of CO2 per year from 2007 to 

2016, equivalent to the United States' annual greenhouse gas emissions.247 Reversing degradation of land and marine 

ecosystems can provide more than one-third of the mitigation efforts needed to reach 2030 to remain below a 2°C 

increase in average global temperatures and at the same time conserve biodiversity on our planet.248 Ecosystem 

restoration manifests through actions as varied as new mangroves, grass or other plantings, natural or assisted 

regeneration, agroforestry, soil enhancement measures, or improved and sustainable management to accommodate a 

mosaic of land.249 

A central goal of the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration is to bring at least 350 million hectares of degraded 

forests and landscapes under restoration by 2030.250 This goal builds on the Aichi Biodiversity Targets which 

worked to address the underlying causes of biodiversity loss and enhance the benefits communities receive from 

ecosystem services.251 A baseline was also established by the Bonn Challenge process since 2011 where 57 

countries and private organizations have committed to bring over 170 million hectares under active restoration.252 

Not only is restoring damaged ecosystems an efficient and cost-effective way people can work with nature to 

address biodiversity loss it is also helps address the most pressing challenges humanity is facing today.253 One of the 

most pressing challenges facing sustainable development is poverty recognized in UNEP resolution 4/18 

(UNEP/EA.4/Res.18).254 Restoration is key to meeting SDG 1, eradicating poverty for all people everywhere by 

2030, living in poverty currently measured as less than $1.25 a day.255 Member State restoration plans are built from 

worldwide consultations and multiple review exercises to develop a plan for implementing the Decade.256 As part of 
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this comprehensive process, more than 2000 comments from Member States, scientists, restoration practitioners, 

funding partners, youth groups and others have received sound advice and shared personal stories about local 

restoration successes.257 UNEP and FAO has worked with the Global Partnership on Forest and Landscape 

Restoration, UN- Water, the Global Peatlands Initiative, the Mountain Partnership, the Collaborative Partnership on 

Forests, the Global Landscapes Forum, the Great Green Wall Initiative, the Global Soil Partnership, the Global 

Mangrove Alliance, and other organizations to meet the goals of the Decade.258 For example, the Global Partnership 

on Forest and Landscape Restoration covered almost 3 percent of Turkey's entire land area by rehabilitating forests 

and making them more productive, combating climate change, and desertification and raising environmental 

awareness.259 These plans have steadily been implemented at a local level working with local communities. 

Mitigating disasters and conflicts by restoring ecosystems 

More than two billion people have been affected by disasters and conflicts since 2000 due to mismanagement of 

ecosystems.260 Key ecosystems that deliver numerous services essential to food and agriculture, including freshwater 

supply, protection against hazards, and provision of habitat for species such as fish and pollinators, are declining 

rapidly.261 When managed properly, ecosystems can increase resilience and mitigate natural disasters and conflict 

through support to livelihoods and human well-being.262 While damage to an ecosystem is rarely the direct cause of 

conflict, ecosystems play a strong role in peace and security, often contributing to stressors or bearing the brunt of 

conflict.263 Climate change exacerbates natural disasters by making them more frequent and deadly.264 Maintaining 

an ecosystem's ability to function and provide services to all people is the backbone of UNEAs work.265  

The UNEA works around the world to respond to natural disasters, industrial accidents, and human-induced crises. 

In addition, in the past 20 years UNEP has supported dozens of crisis-affected countries and territories, including 

Afghanistan, Haiti, Iraq and Sierra Leone.266 UNEAs Crisis Management Branch, UNEP/OCHA Joint Environment 

Unit, Environment and Security Initiative, The Programme on Awareness and Preparedness for Emergencies on a 

Local Level, and The Flexible Framework Initiative Enhanced all work toward mitigating harm.267 UNEAs Crisis 

Management Branch has responded to crises in over forty countries by conducting field-based assessments, working 

to reduce the risk of disaster, and promoting environmental cooperation for peacebuilding, among other activities.268 

Knowledge exchange means sharing what works, why it worked, and how to implement restoration at a scale that 

helps a community's ability to respond to conflicts and disasters.269 Forests can be lifesaving resources during and 

after disasters, providing food, timber for rebuilding, wood fuel, medicines, and a means by which affected people 

can obtain their livelihoods.270 Well-managed forests and trees can reduce the impacts of disasters. Restoring forest 

ecosystems involves returning trees to former forest land and improving the condition of degraded forests.271 A 

managed forest can mean planting native tree species, it can include conserving wild plants and animals and 

protecting the soils and water sources that are part of the forest ecosystem.272  
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UNEA helps countries and communities prepare for crisis, by deploying technical experts after crises to identify 

acute environmental risks and supporting efforts by peacekeeping and humanitarian actors to reduce their 

environmental footprint.273 UN Environment can also coordinate clean-up efforts or catalyze community-based 

ecosystem restoration and sustainable reconstruction projects in sites damaged by or vulnerable to conflicts and 

disasters.274 The Government of Afghanistan established Kol-e-Hashmat Khan, a wetland area of around 200 

hectares, with UNEA's help as a protected area in 2017 to decrease conflict and mitigate disasters.275 The plans to 

protect the wetland included security, clean-ups, relocation for people near the lake, and new rules for public access 

that ensure a balance between conservation and the park's huge potential for environmental education.276 Addressing 

disasters and conflicts needs to help local and national authorities develop effective laws, policies, and institutions 

and provide training and equipment to areas in need. 

Conclusion 

The UNEP and FAO's work on achieving the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration is necessary to achieving the 

SDGs.277 Ecosystems are the basis of life on Earth, and their degradation through conversion, over-exploitation, 

pollution and other impacts poses a threat to humanity.278 More than 3.2 billion people are already affected by land 

degradation today.279 The loss and degradation of natural habitats for plants and animals has helped drive an 

estimated 1 million species toward extinction.280 Climate change is both a driver and a result of ecosystem 

degradation in a spiral that threatens to accelerate environmental crisis.281 The Decade can help save the world by 

preventing, halting and reversing the degradation of ecosystems worldwide.282 This decade is the world's last chance 

before we face catastrophic climate change with restoration of ecosystems across the world's agricultural areas, 

mountains, forests, wetlands, coastlines and oceans essential to the future of life on Earth.283 
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