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Dear Delegates, 

 

Welcome to the 2018 National Model United Nations Galápagos Conference (NMUN•Galápagos)! We are pleased to introduce you to 

our committee, the Conference of the Parties (COP) to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). 

This year’s staff are: Director María del Carmen Iturralde and Assistant Director Francisco Avilés. María del Carmen obtained a BA 

in international relations from the Universidad San Francisco de Quito in 2017, and she is currently working as an intern at the 

International Organization for Migration. Francisco holds a degree in international relations from the Universidad San Francisco de 

Quito and an MA in international relations with a minor in security and human rights from FLACSO (Ecuador). He is currently 

working for a university in Quito. 

 

The topics under discussion for the Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC are: 

1. Development and Transfer of Technologies to Support the Implementation of the Paris Agreement 

2. Adapting to Sea Level Rise in Low-lying Areas and Small Islands 

Adopted in 1992, the UNFCCC is at the forefront of international efforts to combat climate change, which constitutes a significant 

threat to peace, prosperity, and sustainable development. The COP serves as the UNFCCC’s governing body. 

 

This Background Guide serves as an introduction to the topics for this committee. However, it is not intended to replace individual 

research. We encourage you to explore your Member State’s policies in depth and to use the Annotated Bibliography and 

Bibliography to further your knowledge on these topics. In preparation for the Conference, each delegation will submit a Position 

Paper by 11:59 p.m. (Eastern) on 1 December 2017 in accordance with the guidelines in the NMUN Position Paper Guide. 

 

On the NMUN website, you will find two resources that are essential to your preparation for the Conference and as a reference during 

committee sessions. 

1. NMUN Delegate Preparation Guide: This document explains each step in the delegate process, from pre-Conference 

research to the committee debate and resolution drafting processes. Please take note of the information on plagiarism and the 

prohibition on prewritten working papers and resolutions. Delegates should not start discussion on the topics with other 

members of their committee until the first committee session. 

2. NMUN Rules of Procedure: This document includes the long and short form of the rules, as well as an explanatory narrative 

and example script of the flow of procedure in committee. 

In addition, please review the mandatory NMUN Conduct Expectations on the NMUN website. They include the Conference dress 

code and other expectations of all attendees. We want to emphasize that any instances of sexual harassment or discrimination based on 

race, gender, sexual orientation, national origin, religion, age, or disability will not be tolerated.  

 

If you have any questions concerning your preparation for the committee or the Conference itself, please contact info@nmun.org.  

 

We wish you all the best in your preparations and look forward to seeing you at the Conference! 

 

María del Carmen Iturralde, Director 

Francisco Avilés, Assistant Director 

 

http://www.nmun.org/conferences/galapagos/prepare-for-committee/position-papers.html
http://www.nmun.org/conferences/galapagos/prepare-for-committee/position-papers.html
http://www.nmun.org/assets/documents/NMUNPPGuide.pdf
http://www.nmun.org/conferences/galapagos/prepare-for-committee/committee-materials.html
http://www.nmun.org/assets/documents/NMUNDelegatePrepGuide.pdf
http://www.nmun.org/assets/documents/NMUNRules.pdf
http://www.nmun.org/conduct-expectations.html
mailto:info@nmun.org
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Committee Overview 

Introduction 

In December 1990, as part of a longer process in the international 

debate on the impact of human activities on the Earth’s 

environment and climate, the United Nations (UN) General 

Assembly established an Intergovernmental Negotiating 

Committee to begin work on a treaty on climate change.1 The 

resultant United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCCC) was opened for signature in 1992 at the UN 

Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, 

and it entered into force in 1994 after having received the required 

50 ratifications.2 As of August 2017, 197 parties have ratified the UNFCCC: all UN Member States, the State of 

Palestine, Niue, the Cook Islands, and the European Union.3 All parties to the UNFCCC are represented at the 

Conference of the Parties (COP), which meets annually and serves as “the supreme decision-making body of the 

Convention.”4  

 

The ultimate objective of the UNFCCC is the “stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a 

level that will prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system.”5 This is to happen within a 

timeframe “sufficient to allow ecosystems to adapt naturally to climate change, to ensure that food production is not 

threatened and to enable economic development to proceed in a sustainable manner.”6 The UNFCCC was 

“remarkable for its time” in acknowledging a connection between climate change and human activities, as scientific 

evidence of climate change and its effects was still limited.7 Parties to the UNFCCC agreed that “lack of full 

scientific certainty should not be used as a reason” to postpone “precautionary measures to anticipate, prevent or 

minimize the causes of climate change and mitigate its adverse effects.”8 

 

The UNFCCC recognizes that the responsibilities of parties would vary depending on their respective capacities, 

development priorities, and historical contribution to greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere.9 This 

important principle is described in article 4 of the UNFCCC as “common but differentiated responsibilities,” and it 

informs the UNFCCC and all related agreements.10 As developed countries have more resources to commit and are 

the largest producers of greenhouse gas emissions, they “are expected to do the most to cut emissions on home 

ground” and to provide assistance to developing countries.11 In contrast, as developing countries must prioritize 

socioeconomic development and poverty eradication, their ability to implement their UNFCCC commitments 

depends on the assistance they receive from developed countries.12 Accordingly, Annex I of the UNFCCC lists 

developed countries, all of which are members of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD), in addition to 12 countries with “economies in transition,” and assigns them additional responsibilities to 

“demonstrate that [they] are taking the lead in modifying longer-term trends in anthropogenic emissions.”13 Annex II 

of the UNFCCC lists certain Annex I countries that are further expected to support developing countries in the 

implementation of UNFCCC provisions, including by providing financial resources and promoting access to and 

transfer of technology.14 

 

                                                 
1 UN General Assembly, Protection of global climate for present and future generations of mankind (A/RES/45/212), 1990. 
2 UNFCCC, Timeline. 
3 UNFCCC, Status of Ratification of the Convention. 
4 UNFCCC, Bodies. 
5 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992, art. 2. 
6 Ibid. 
7 UNFCCC, First steps to a safer future: Introducing the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. 
8 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992, art. 3. 
9 UNFCCC, First steps to a safer future: Introducing the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. 
10 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992, art. 4. 
11 UNFCCC, First steps to a safer future: Introducing the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. 
12 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992, art. 4. 
13 Ibid.; UNFCCC, First steps to a safer future: Introducing the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. 
14 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992, art. 4. 

The United Nations Framework Convention 

on Climate Change (UNFCCC) is a treaty that 

provides a framework for international efforts to 

combat climate change. All 197 parties to the 

UNFCCC are represented at the Conference of 

the Parties (COP), which is the UNFCCC’s 

decision-making body. 
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On its own, the UNFCCC is non-binding.15 In 1995, during its first session, the COP agreed that the UNFCCC was 

therefore “inadequate” and commenced a negotiation process on “additional commitments.”16 These efforts resulted 

in the Kyoto Protocol, which was adopted by the COP in 1997 as an adjunct, binding agreement; it entered into 

force in 2005 and currently has 192 parties.17 In accordance with the principle of “common but differentiated 

responsibilities,” the Kyoto Protocol sets specific and measurable reduction targets for the emissions of 37 

industrialized countries, as well as the European Union, to be achieved over the initial five-year commitment period 

of 2008 to 2012.18 In 2012, the parties to the Kyoto Protocol adopted the Doha Amendment, which specified further 

targets for certain countries over a second commitment period of 2013 to 2020.19 The Doha Amendment has yet to 

enter into force, having received only 80 of the required 144 ratifications.20 

 

In 2015, the 21st session of the COP adopted the Paris Agreement, which seeks “to strengthen the global response to 

the threat of climate change,” including by preventing global temperature rise from exceeding 2 degrees Celsius 

above pre-industrial levels.21 Opened for signature in April 2016, the Paris Agreement entered into force in 

November 2016 and has been ratified by 160 parties.22 All parties to the Paris Agreement are required to “prepare, 

communicate and maintain successive nationally determined contributions” to the overall goal and to implement 

domestic measures to achieve them.23 The Paris Agreement also includes provisions on enhancing adaptation 

measures, promoting technology development and transfer, and raising public awareness of climate change.24  

Governance, Structure, and Membership 

The UNFCCC created numerous bodies to oversee and facilitate its implementation.25 Established by article 7, the 

COP is the governing body of the UNFCCC and includes all 197 parties; it meets once per year.26 The COP also 

serves as the meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol and the meeting of the Parties to the Paris Agreement.27 

The 192 parties to the Kyoto Protocol are represented at the Conference of the Parties serving as the meeting of the 

Parties to the Kyoto Protocol (CMP), and the 160 parties to the Paris Agreement are represented at the Conference 

of the Parties serving as the meeting of the Parties to the Paris Agreement (CMA); non-parties have observer 

status.28 The CMP and the CMA oversee implementation of the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement, 

respectively.29 The Bureau of the COP, CMP, and CMA is comprised of 11 members elected to ensure equal 

representation among regional groups, including small island developing states; it is responsible for organizational 

duties and process management.30 

 

Other entities in the UNFCCC system support the work of the COP, the CMP, and the CMA.31 Article 8 of the 

UNFCCC establishes the Secretariat, which provides organizational and technical assistance to all UNFCCC bodies, 

including by compiling and transmitting reports, coordinating with secretariats of other international bodies, and 

facilitating the communication of information.32 Based in Bonn, Germany, the Secretariat is currently headed by 

Executive Secretary Patricia Espinosa Cantellano, who took office in July 2016.33 Article 9 establishes the 

                                                 
15 UNFCCC, Making those first steps count: An Introduction to the Kyoto Protocol. 
16 New Zealand, United Nations Handbook 2016-2017, 2016, p. 312. 
17 UNFCCC, Making those first steps count: An Introduction to the Kyoto Protocol; UNFCCC, Status of Ratification of the Kyoto 

Protocol. 
18 Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC, Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 

1997. 
19 UNFCCC, Making those first steps count: An Introduction to the Kyoto Protocol. 
20 UNFCCC, Status of the Doha Amendment, 2017. 
21 Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC, Paris Agreement, 2015, art. 2. 
22 UNFCCC, The Paris Agreement. 
23 Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC, Paris Agreement, 2015, art. 4. 
24 Ibid. 
25 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992. 
26 Ibid., art. 7. 
27 UNFCCC, Bodies. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
30 UNFCCC, Bureau of the COP, CMP, and CMA. 
31 UNFCCC, Bodies. 
32 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992, art. 7; UNFCCC, The Secretariat. 
33 UNFCCC, Executive Secretary; UNFCCC, Administrative and Financial Matters. 
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Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice (SBSTA), and article 10 establishes the Subsidiary Body 

for Implementation (SBI).34  

 

Pursuant to its mandate, the COP itself has created numerous subsidiary bodies. Among them are the Technology 

Executive Committee and the Climate Technology Centre and Network, which facilitate the implementation of the 

Technology Mechanism; the Adaptation Committee, which promotes “enhanced action on adaptation,” and the 

Standing Committee on Finance, which assists with the management of the financial mechanism and resources of 

the UNFCCC.35 

 

The UNFCCC budget is proposed by the Executive Secretary every two years and submitted to the SBI, which 

considers the proposal and forwards a recommended budget to the COP for approval and adoption by consensus.36 

Sources of financing for UNFCCC activities include both mandatory and voluntary contributions from parties to the 

UNFCCC, as well as “appropriations from previous financial periods and miscellaneous income.”37 To provide 

support to developing countries, article 11 of the UNFCCC defines a “mechanism for the provision of financial 

resources on a grant or concessional basis, including for the transfer of technology,” to be entrusted by the COP to 

one or more entities.38 The Global Environment Facility (GEF) has served as an operating entity of the Financial 

Mechanism since 1994, and the Green Climate Fund, which was created by the COP in 2010, also became an 

operating entity of the Financial Mechanism in 2011.39 

Mandate, Functions, and Powers 

As set out in article 7 of the UNFCCC, the primary purpose of the COP is to review the implementation of the 

UNFCCC, including any related instruments, and to make “the decisions necessary to promote the effective 

implementation of the Convention.”40 Its functions include examining the obligations of parties to the UNFCCC and 

assessing their progress towards implementation; facilitating the exchange of information; considering, adopting, 

and ensuring the publication of regular reports on implementation; and making “recommendations on any matters 

necessary for the implementation of the Convention.”41 The COP may establish subsidiary bodies as necessary, and 

it is also empowered to work with international organizations, intergovernmental organizations, and non-

governmental organizations.42 

 

As the UNFCCC originated within the UN system, an institutional link remains between the Secretariat of the 

UNFCCC and the UN that is defined in decisions of the COP and in resolutions of the UN General Assembly.43 The 

Secretariat, which is “administered under UN rules and regulations,” has the ability to “call on the Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs, the Office of Legal Affairs and other departments, programmes and agencies on 

substantive matters.”44 The Secretary-General of the UN appoints the Executive Secretary of the UNFCCC, in 

consultation with the Bureau, and also serves as depositary for the UNFCCC and related instruments.45 

 

The UNFCCC relies on the work of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), an intergovernmental 

body that was established in 1988 by the World Meteorological Organization and the UN Environment 

Programme.46 The IPCC is an expert body that “reviews and assesses […] the most recent scientific, technical and 

socioeconomic information produced worldwide.”47 Key findings are regularly reported in major Assessment 

                                                 
34 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992, arts. 9-10. 
35 UNFCCC, Bodies. 
36 UNFCCC, Administrative and Financial Matters. 
37 Ibid. 
38 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992, art. 11. 
39 UNFCCC, Climate Finance. 
40 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992, art. 7. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 UNFCCC, Administrative and Financial Matters; 
44 Ibid.; UNFCCC, United Nations institutional linkage. 
45 Ibid. 
46 IPCC, History. 
47 UNFCCC, Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). 
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Reports; the fifth and most recent edition was published in 2014, and the sixth edition will be published in 2022.48 

IPCC reports provide the COP with reliable data on which to base its decisions, and “the relationship between the 

UNFCCC and the IPCC [has become] a model for interaction between science and decision-makers.”49 

 

Recognizing the value of partnerships to the implementation of the UNFCCC, the Secretariat actively seeks 

opportunities to collaborate with diverse stakeholders, such as civil society organizations, private sector entities, and 

subnational authorities.50 Examples of existing opportunities for partnerships with non-party stakeholders include 

Momentum for Change, a platform that recognizes successful climate action to raise awareness of ongoing 

initiatives, and Climate Neutral Now, which promotes climate action at the individual level.51 The UNFCCC also 

maintains Regional Collaboration Centres that “support national climate action through capacity-building, technical 

assistance and strategic networking.”52 

Recent Sessions and Current Priorities 

The 22nd session of the COP was held from 15 to 18 November 2016 in Marrakech, Morocco.53 Important outcomes 

included an “extended work program” on gender and climate policy that includes civil society and the private sector; 

a new framework under the Warsaw International Mechanism on Loss and Damage Associated with Climate 

Change Impacts that focuses on “impacts of climate change that are not addressed through planned adaptation,” such 

as displacement and migration; and further work on a platform for local communities and indigenous peoples to 

facilitate sharing of information and best practices.54  

 

The 46th sessions of the SBI and the SBSTA, as well as the third meeting of the first session of the Ad Hoc Working 

Group on the Paris Agreement (APA), took place from 8-18 May 2017 in Bonn, Germany. Topics addressed by the 

SBI and SBSTA included the impact of implementation of response measures, which refers to “social or economic 

effects that may result from climate activities taken by other countries.”55 The APA continued work on a “rule book” 

to guide implementation of the Paris Agreement, which is scheduled for completion in 2018.56 

 

The 23rd session of the COP will take place from 6 to 17 November 2017 in Bonn, Germany.57 Items on the 

provisional agenda include annual reports of subsidiary bodies, further preparations for the implementation of the 

Paris Agreement, conclusion of the sixth review of the Financial Mechanism, consideration of proposals to amend 

the text of the UNFCCC, and approval of the program budget for the biennium 2018-2019.58    

Conclusion 

In 2015, the UN General Assembly adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs).59 The 2030 Agenda acknowledged climate change as “one of the greatest challenges of 

our time,” and the threat it poses to sustainable development was highlighted by the inclusion of SDG 13: “take 

urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.”60 Despite ongoing efforts from the international 

community, global warming “continued in 2016, setting a new record of about 1.1 degrees Centigrade above the 

preindustrial period.”61 As climate change continues to threaten “the survival of many societies” and “the biological 

support systems of the planet,” the COP to the UNFCCC will continue to lead international climate action.62  

                                                 
48 IPCC, History. 
49 IPCC, Understanding Climate Change: 22 years of IPCC assessment, 2010, p. 5. 
50 Secretariat of the UNFCCC, UNFCCC Secretariat Guidelines for Partnership, 2017. 
51 UNFCCC, Partnerships with the United Nations Climate Change Secretariat. 
52 UNFCCC, Call for Partnerships: The provision of support through UNFCCC’s Regional Collaboration Centres, 2017. 
53 UN General Assembly, Implementation of United Nations environmental conventions (A/72/152), 2017. 
54 Ibid., pp. 2-3. 
55 UN Climate Negotiators Work to Advance Paris Rulebook, International Centre for Trade and Sustainable Development, 2017. 
56 Ibid. 
57 UNFCCC, Meetings, 2017. 
58 Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC, Provisional agenda and annotations (FCCC/CP/2017/1), 2017. 
59 UN General Assembly, Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1), 2015, p. 5. 
60 Ibid. 
61 UN ECOSOC, Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals: Report of the Secretary-General (E/2017/66), 2017, p. 

14. 
62 UN General Assembly, Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1), 2015, p. 5. 
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United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. (n.d.). Bodies [Website]. Retrieved 31 August 2017 
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of the functions of main UNFCCC bodies, which will help delegates understand the relationship 

between the COP and the rest of the UNFCCC system. Of particular importance are the 

Secretariat, the SBSTA, and the SBI. 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. (n.d.). Timeline [Website]. Retrieved 31 August 2017 

from: http://unfccc.int/timeline/  

Through an interactive timeline, this website provides an overview of all significant developments 

in the history of the UNFCCC. Delegates should review the evolution of the UNFCCC and the 

genesis of the Kyoto Protocol and Paris Agreement as binding commitments from the international 

community to combat climate change by reducing emissions. This website also provides 

infographics as helpful illustrations of important concepts and process related to the UNFCCC. 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. (1992). Retrieved 31 August 2017 from: 

http://unfccc.int/files/essential_background/convention/background/application/pdf/convention_text_with_annexes_

english_for_posting.pdf  

The UNFCCC was adopted on May 9, 1992, and entered into force on March 21, 1994. Currently, 

there are 197 parties to the UNFCCC, including the European Union. It aims to stabilize the 

concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere at a level that prevents human activity from 

negatively interfering with the Earth’s climate. This document serves as the foundation of 

international climate policy and should be at the core of further research. It is essential for 

delegates to be familiar with the structure and content of the UNFCCC. Article 7 establishes the 

COP and describes the functions that it may exercise in support of implementing the UNFCCC. 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. (2017). Meetings [Website]. Retrieved 31 August 2017 
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I. Development and Transfer of Technologies to Support the Implementation of the Paris 

Agreement  

Introduction 

The Paris Agreement (2015) is an international strategy for dealing with climate change mitigation, adaptation, and 

finance.63 It was negotiated by representatives of 196 parties during the 21st session of the Conference of the Parties 

(COP) to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in Paris and adopted in 

December 2015.64 It was adopted by consensus, which means that all parties involved in the negotiation process 

have agreed to work together to reduce the effects of climate change.65 As of August 2017, 160 parties have ratified 

the Paris Agreement, which sets out guidelines in different areas to strengthen state capacity and reduce climate 

change effects.66 Among these areas are development and transfer of technology, which are essential to international 

efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.67 Taking into consideration that developing countries have fewer 

resources and therefore more difficulties in fulfilling international commitments, technology transfer policies are 

important for helping these countries increase their local capacities and capabilities regarding climate change.68 It is 

important for developing countries to work with states that have the technological means to create frameworks for 

cooperation and exchange.69 Effective development and transfer of technology to reduce and mitigate greenhouse 

gas emissions will contribute to the success of the Paris Agreement through international cooperation for a common 

interest: combating climate change.70  

 

This Background Guide will give an overview of the role of technology development and transfer in the 

implementation of the Paris Agreement. It is important to consider the role of leading actors in the international 

system, as well as the key policies and frameworks for expanding new technologies and promoting climate change 

innovation and research. It is also important to consider processes for cooperation and exchange in relation to 

technology, as well as how different climate change policies and decisions are implemented. 

International and Regional Framework 

The UNFCCC was adopted in 1992 and opened for signature at the United Nations (UN) Conference on 

Environment and Development; it currently has 197 parties.71 The UNFCCC aims to mitigate anthropogenic impacts 

on the climate system by limiting greenhouse gas emissions.72 One of the central principles of the UNFCCC is that 

of “common but differentiated responsibilities,” which recognizes that while all parties are responsible for 

combating climate change, the manner in which they do so varies based on circumstances including their capacity 

and “national and regional development priorities.”73 Developed and industrialized countries are held to a higher 

standard, as they have higher capacity and “are the source of most past and current greenhouse gas emissions.”74 

They are listed in Annex I of the UNFCCC and have more obligations than other parties, such as reporting on the 

measures they are taking to combat climate change and giving details on their greenhouse gas emissions.75 Certain 

developed countries are also listed in Annex II of the UNFCCC; they are expected to provide financial resources and 

facilitate technology transfer to assist developing countries in combating climate change.76 The UNFCCC thus 

                                                 
63 Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC, Paris Agreement, 2015. 
64 UNFCCC, Historic Paris Agreement on Climate Change: 195 Nations Set Path to Keep Temperature Rise Well Below 2 

Degrees Celsius, 2015. 
65 Ibid. 
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67 Ibid. 
68 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992. 
69 Ibid. 
70 UNFCCC, Historic Paris Agreement on Climate Change: 195 Nations Set Path to Keep Temperature Rise Well Below 2 

Degrees Celsius, 2015. 
71 UNFCCC, First steps to a safer future: Introducing the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. 
72 Ibid. 
73 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992, art. 4. 
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encourages strong cooperation between parties to assist developing countries with meeting their obligations.77 The 

COP, which meets each year, is the decision-making body of the UNFCCC.78 

 

The UNFCCC itself is not binding. Soon after the UNFCCC entered into force in 1994, the COP began discussing 

ways to strengthen efforts against climate change through binding agreements.79 This led to the adoption of the 

Kyoto Protocol in 1997, which set out binding emissions reduction targets for developed countries, and subsequently 

to the adoption of the Paris Agreement in 2015.80 Unlike the UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol, which both 

distinguish between Annex I and non-Annex I countries, the Paris Agreement requires all parties to submit 

emissions reduction plans.81 However, there is still “flexibility for countries’ differing capabilities,” thereby 

continuing the principle of “common but differentiated responsibilities” that was set out in the UNFCCC.82 As the 

world’s first comprehensive climate agreement, the Paris Agreement centers on voluntary and nationally determined 

targets that states develop through consensus-building and based on their individual capabilities, needs, and 

shortcomings.83 The voluntary nature of the accord reflects the common interest of states in setting commitments 

and targets for protecting the environment.84 Currently, there are 160 parties to the Paris Agreement, which entered 

into force in November 2016.85 

 

A key aspect of the Paris Agreement is the aim to increase international cooperation and exchange with regard to 

climate change technology.86 The role of technology in the fight against climate change is the focus of article 10, 

which highlights “the importance of fully realizing technology development and transfer in order to improve 

resilience to climate change and to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.”87 The article further cites the “importance of 

technology for the implementation of mitigation and adaptation actions” and calls on the parties to “strengthen 

cooperative action on technology development and transfer.”88 Demonstrating the importance of this topic, article 10 

establishes a technology framework to promote existing efforts under the UNFCCC framework on technology 

development and transfer.89 In addition, it asserts that encouraging and accelerating innovation is crucial to the 

global response to climate change.90 Finally, article 10 mentions the importance of providing financial support to 

developing countries to assist them with implementation.91 Specifically, it states that developing country parties will 

be provided with financial support to implement article 10, “including for strengthening cooperative action on 

technology development and transfer at different stages of the technology cycle, with a view to achieving a balance 

between support for mitigation and adaptation.”92 

 

Climate change poses a serious threat to sustainable development, and the international community has recognized 

this by including climate change in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs).93 SDG 13 focuses specifically on climate change: “Take urgent action to combat climate change and 

its impacts.”94 Additionally, climate change has serious repercussions for all of the SDGs.95 The 2017 report of the 

Secretary-General on the progress towards the SDGs asserts that “mitigating climate change and its impacts will 

require building on the momentum achieved by the Paris Agreement on Climate Change. … Stronger efforts are 
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needed to build resilience and limit climate-related hazards and natural disasters.”96 According to the report, many 

countries have been undertaking strategies for reducing disaster risk, both at the national and at the regional level.97  

Role of the International System  

The COP is the governing body of the UNFCCC at which all parties are represented.98 Meeting annually, the COP is 

responsible for reviewing the implementation of the UNFCCC, as well as of related instruments; it also serves as the 

meeting of the parties to the Kyoto Protocol (CMP) and as the meeting of the parties to the Paris Agreement 

(CMA).99 The COP may make decisions as necessary to promote the effective implementation of the UNFCCC.100 

The COP is an important forum for promoting cooperation among states in relation to climate action, and 

technology development and transfer are regularly included on its agenda for discussion.101 In 2001, the COP 

established the technology transfer framework to enhance implementation of the technology transfer provisions of 

the UNFCCC.102 The technology transfer framework is based on five themes: technology needs and needs 

assessments, technology information, enabling environments, capacity-building, and technology transfer 

mechanisms.103 The COP is supported by the Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice (SBSTA), 

which provides “timely information and advice on scientific and technological matters as they relate to the 

Convention, its Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement.”104 

 

In 2010, the COP created the Technology Mechanism, which consists of the Technology Executive Committee 

(TEC) and the Climate Technology Centre and Network (CTCN).105 As set out in article 10 of the Paris Agreement, 

the Technology Mechanism also works for the Paris Agreement and is supported by a technology framework.106 The 

TEC, which reports to the COP and comprises 20 technology experts, is the policy arm of the Technology 

Mechanism; it provides analysis and policy recommendations “that support country efforts to enhance climate 

technology development and transfer.”107 The current “rolling workplan” of the TEC is organized into three parts: 

providing analysis and policy recommendations; building support and promoting cooperation and partnerships for 

action on technology-related issues; and collaborating with the CTCN within the Technology Mechanism.108 To 

implement the workplan, the TEC works in six thematic areas: adaptation; financing of climate technology; 

innovation, research, development, and demonstration; technology needs assessments; mitigation; and emerging and 

cross-cutting issues.109 The CTCN is the implementation arm of the Technology Mechanism.110 Hosted by the UN 

Environment Programme (UNEP) and the UN Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), the CTCN provides 

services in three main areas: providing technical assistance to developing countries; promoting access to and 

exchange of information on climate technology; and strengthening collaboration between stakeholders, whether 

governmental or non-governmental.111 

 

A key process under the UNFCCC is the technology needs assessment (TNA), which helps developing countries 

“assess their technology needs to address climate change.”112 The main benefits of a TNA are that it allows 

developing countries to identify technology that will help them address climate change and promote development; to 

                                                 
96 UN ECOSOC, Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals: Report of the Secretary-General (E/2017/66), 2017, p. 
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build capacity; and to create a technology action plan (TAP) to implement technology-related goals.113 A TNA has 

several steps that must be followed before a state can implement a TAP; it involves identifying priorities and 

analyzing barriers and obstacles with a view to capacity-building.114 Successful actions at a national level can then 

be scaled up to the international level, so that other states can replicate existing models in an efficient and 

cooperative way.115 In 2017, the UNFCCC collaborated with UNEP DTU Partnership to release Stories from the 

Technology Needs Assessments; this document compiles several examples and efforts of developing countries to 

combat climate change with technology-related strategies.116 The document is the result of research on the results 

and practices of different states in various regions of the world in conducting TNAs and implementing the resulting 

TAPs.117 It demonstrates the ways in which technology can contribute to climate change adaptation and mitigation; 

examples include field contouring, boiler economizers, biomass and other renewable energy technologies, and 

intelligent transport systems that result in reduced emissions.118 

 

Outside of the UNFCCC, various entities within the UN system are also working on technology development and 

transfer. In 2016, the UN General Assembly adopted resolution 71/251, which establishes the Technology Bank for 

the Least Developed Countries.119 This institution, which will be financed through voluntary contributions, will 

assist developing countries with building capacity in technology-related areas, as well as facilitating technology 

transfer.120 The Bank is expected to begin operations in 2017.121 Other UN agencies working on this topic include 

UNEP, UNIDO, the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and the UN Development 

Programme (UNDP).122 Relevant coordinating mechanisms include the UN Environment Management Group, 

which promotes coordination and cooperation among UN bodies that address issues related to environment and 

human settlements.123 

 

Non-state parties are important to technology development and transfer. For example, private-sector entities working 

on clean technology (commonly referred to as cleantech) may seek to expand operations and markets by 

collaborating with governments of developing states on development and transfer of technologies.124 As the private 

sector is based on markets and for-profit opportunities, during the collaboration process between governments and 

companies, the development and transfer of technologies in many instances “is supported by trade, business, and 

industry ministries as well as various public- and private-sector bodies that promote domestic private enterprises 

abroad.”125 Other non-state parties involved in technology-related activities include subnational authorities, actors 

from the academic sector, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and leaders of philanthropic initiatives.126 

Technology Development 

Technology is an increasingly powerful resource in today's world.127 The speed with which it is able to spread 

around the world to both connect and meet the needs of different societies has transformed it into a tool that is not 

only useful, but necessary for sustainable development.128 Regarding the problems of climate change that are the 

subject of the Paris Agreement, technology development is fundamental to the implementation of the agreement and 
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achievement of its objectives.129 Successfully fighting climate change through such means as reducing greenhouse 

gas emissions, halting global warming, or limiting negative effects on the ozone layer becomes feasible through the 

application of new and better clean technologies.130 Technology development to combat climate change is based on 

the policies, good practices, and resources that developed countries have been able to create and use to reduce their 

environmental impact.131 However, not all countries have full access to technology or the capacity to develop it; 

reasons can include economic factors, institutional weaknesses, or more urgent development priorities.132 Based on 

this, technology development has been characterized by improving state capabilities in relation to the production of 

mechanisms, systems, industries, and processes.133 Technology development refers not only to the creation of 

machinery and systems that improve processes in industries or public and private services, but also to the production 

of software, networks, and capabilities based on advanced technology that is normally accessible to developed 

countries, but that developing countries do not have the capabilities or the resources to develop on their own.134  

 

To enhance technology development, it is important to promote mechanisms and bridges of collaboration between 

developed states and developing states, as well as with non-governmental actors, including private companies and 

NGOs.135 Such mechanisms and bridges may be based on collaboration and cooperation in relation to elements 

including economic funds, financial loans, technology exchange, and providing goods and services, depending on 

the interests and needs of involved states.136 In this way, the needs and interests of all stakeholders on various issues 

are addressed.137 Large private companies may increase participation in multilateral collaboration if they are able to 

increase their profits or expand their brand products.138 

 

Financing remains a significant barrier for the development of climate technology, particularly in developing 

countries.139 The TEC has observed that attracting financing for climate technology requires governmental policies 

that are “(i) long-lasting: sustained for a duration that reflects the financing time frame of a project; (ii) loud: 

establish policies and provide incentives that make a difference to the bottom line and improve the bankability of 

projects; (iii) legal: Provide a clear, legally established regulatory framework to build confidence that the regime is 

stable and can provide the basis for capital-intensive investments.”140 

 

Technology development has advanced furthest in the transportation, agriculture, energy, and waste management 

industries.141 These cross-cutting areas of technology development have developed with large economic investments 

and financial programs.142 In some cases, however, technology development has increased economic inequalities 

between different states.143 For example, developing countries that are agricultural producers cannot always compete 

with developed countries that implement subsidies and lower tariffs, taxes, and costs on the products and technology 

used by their farmers to produce agricultural products.144 In addition, inequalities are also evident in terms of climate 

change or combating environmental problems; for example, some developing countries are further disadvantaged by 

a high incidence of natural disasters.145  
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Technology Transfer 

Technology transfer is important for ensuring that developing countries have the tools required to contribute to the 

battle against climate change.146 Traditionally, technology transfer has referred to the exchange of machinery and 

equipment for manufacturing, agriculture, or industry, especially vis-à-vis developing countries; at present, it also 

refers to the networks of commerce, licensing, intellectual property rights, foreign direct investment, and 

interconnected computer systems for better access to information, among other things.147 In addition to fulfilling the 

physical needs of more advanced machinery or more advanced information technology plans and projects, 

technology transfer can also contribute to areas such as institutional development, capacity-building, business 

assessments, information systems, and patenting for states to use as strategies to combat the effects of climate 

change and implement the Paris Agreement.148 It is because of this breadth and variety of areas in which technology 

transfer applies that it becomes essential for states and other actors to improve their networks of collaboration and to 

apply policies of exchange and cooperative work for the well-being of the environment and people all over the 

planet.149 Cooperation is particularly important in relation to lowering the costs of technology transfer.150 

 

International agencies, including the TEC, have developed policies and working plans that set out actions and 

possible collaborations between states depending on the priorities, interests, and barriers they have in relation to 

technology and its implementation to combat climate change.151 States and other actors therefore have guidelines, 

road maps, and suggested processes of implementation for technology transfer in different zones.152 

 

Considering that most transfer of technology occurs in the private sector, the channels for the transfer of technology 

can be market-based or informal.153 Market-based channels include trade, foreign direct investment, and technology 

licenses and rights; informal channels are based on imitation and the mobility of technical and managerial 

personnel.154 However, the participation of the public sector is also essential because of the government’s role in 

adapting local frameworks and policies to ensure an environment conducive to technology transfer and market 

participation.155 Considering that transfer of technology is neither automatic nor free of costs, legal and policy 

incentives are generally required to achieve the most effective rate and approach for transfer of technology in 

relation to national and international needs and objectives.156 The TEC has recommended that the “Technology 

Mechanism and other international instruments used to promote technology transfer to developing countries should 

be clearly aligned with the enabling frameworks that facilitate private- and public-sector investment.”157 

 

One key area to address with respect to technology transfer relates to intellectual property.158 The TEC has identified 

intellectual property rights as “an area for which more clarity would be needed on their role in the development and 

transfer of climate technologies.”159 In fact, intellectual property rights are both an incentive and an obstacle to the 

transfer of technology.160 They protect innovation and aim to protect against losing control of “information in 

technology-related transactions”; in this sense, intellectual property rights are designed to facilitate the transfer of 
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technology.161 More specifically, intellectual property rights are an instrument that links patent rights, trade flows, 

foreign direct investment, and productivity.162 However, these rights alone do not “guarantee or suffice for effective 

transfer of technology.”163 They “need to be buttressed by appropriate infrastructures, governance and competition 

systems in order to be effective.”164 Further, intellectual property rights can allow owners “to limit the availability, 

use, or development of a process or product,” which may then “result in prices that exceed the socially optimal 

level” and act as a barrier to effective transfer of technology.165 

Conclusion  

Technology development and technology transfer are essential to the implementation of the Paris Agreement and to 

the overall fight against climate change.166 The development and transfer of new technologies are expected to 

“improve efficiency in energy use, introduce less carbon-intensive sources of energy, and further develop renewable 

energy sources.”167 Accordingly, it is necessary for states to work collaboratively on this issue, and the COP presents 

an ideal forum for negotiations.168 There are existing frameworks for technology development and transfer that 

delegates may consider as a basis for further discussions. It is important to promote the exchange of good practices 

and efforts to scale up programs that have proven successful at the local or regional level, as well as to identify and 

address barriers preventing successful implementation.169  

Further Research 

How can the COP further strengthen and support the work of the Technology Mechanism? How can the TNA 

process and the resulting TAPs be improved? How can the COP promote more effective implementation of TAPs? 

How can public-private partnerships contribute to technology development and transfer? How can the international 

community increase overall engagement of the private sector in technology development and transfer? What is the 

role of the international trade market? How can the COP contribute to resolving issues concerning intellectual 

property rights? 
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that are continuing work on the topic. Having the up-to-date information on the implementation of 

the Paris Agreement will help delegates create strategies and draft-resolutions based on actual 

timing and actions.  

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological 

Advice, Forty-fifth session. (2016). Mapping climate technology development and transfer activities and initiatives 

under and outside the Convention relevant to the implementation of the Paris Agreement 

(FCCC/SBSTA/2016/INF.9) [Report]. Retrieved 27 May 2017 from: 

http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2016/sbsta/eng/inf09.pdf  

Prepared by the SBSTA, this document maps the current situation of climate technology 

development and transfer activities. It thus provides guidelines and data about all activities 

related to this topic. This document is important because it shows activities and initiatives being 

carried out by different UN bodies, agencies, multilateral and bilateral organizations, and civil 

society groups related to climate technology development and transfer. 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Technology Executive Committee. (2017). Enhancing 

Financing for the Research, Development and Demonstration (RD&D) of climate technologies [Working Paper]. 

Retrieved 31 May 2017 from: http://unfccc.int/ttclear/docs/TEC_RDD%20finance_FINAL.pdf 

Frameworks for development and transfer of technology include researching, developing, and 

demonstrating (RD&D) climate technologies as main solutions for problems resulting from 

climate change. There are international guidelines, frameworks, and plans for translating these 

plans into action, but one of the main barriers is the high financial cost of implementation. Most 

developing countries lack the economic capacity to implement all the frameworks and guidelines 

to combat climate change, especially with respect to technology research. This document is 

important because it provides a clear look at the contributions, programs, and national capacities 

necessary to support technology development and transfer. 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Technology Executive Committee & United Nations 

Environment Programme DTU Partnership. (2016). Enhancing Implementation of Technology Needs Assessments: 

Guidance for Preparing a Technology Action Plan. Retrieved 31 May 2017 from: 

http://unfccc.int/ttclear/misc_/StaticFiles/gnwoerk_static/TEC_column_M/33933c6ccb7744bc8fd643feb0f8032a/82

af010d04f14a84b9d24c5379514053.pdf 

The TAP guidance developed by the TEC provides complete information about the current work of 

this body related to the development of TNAs. The TNA process helps identify developing 

countries’ priorities and developments regarding technology needs. This guidance shows how 

TNAs can be effectively implemented to account for varying sectors, areas, and priorities of 

different countries with respect to climate action. 
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II. Adapting to Sea Level Rise in Low-lying Areas and Small Islands  

Introduction 

During the last few decades, climate change has been one of the most important topics on the United Nations (UN) 

agenda, leading to the creation of different institutional mechanisms such as the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) (1992).170 The UNFCCC was born “as a framework for international 

cooperation to combat climate change by limiting average global temperature increases” and to cope with its 

impacts.171 Climate change represents a tangible issue due to the fact that its effects have an impact on livelihoods 

and well-being, forcing individuals to adapt to new realities, limited resources, and complex social contexts.172 This 

is the case of sea level rise in low-lying areas and small islands, given that territory and biodiversity are being 

affected, as well as daily human activities.173 

 

Sea level rise is mainly caused by global warming and all that contributes to mankind’s vast ecological footprint, 

including pollution, environmentally abusive practices, and lack of awareness.174 The emission of greenhouse gases 

and the burning of fossil fuels have caused the Earth’s temperature to increase substantially; heat-trapping gases are 

released into the atmosphere, causing surface temperatures to rise, and the oceans to absorb 80% of this heat.175 

Rising temperatures absorbed by glacier surfaces leads to melting ice, which adds water to the oceans and 

consequently raises the level of the seas.176 Among the consequences of global warming and sea level rise are 

changes to ecosystems, which are forced to adapt, leading to loss of species and new environmental equilibriums.177 

In other words, climate variation can affect the way ecosystems work because the living and non-living things that 

inhabit them are exposed to different conditions, which compel them to react and interact differently.178 

Environmental consequences are extremely concerning, but human security, too, is being threatened by sea level 

rise, especially in relation to small islands and low-lying areas.179 According to Climate Central, an independent 

organization of scientists who report on climate change, if sea levels continue to rise, there are between 147 million 

and 216 million people worldwide who are currently living in areas that will either be submerged or at risk of 

regular flooding by 2100.180 Sea level rise is a complex issue that affects all low-lying areas, including in developed 

cities, but populations with less resilience and fewer resources are at a higher risk.181 In this context, it is the 

responsibility not only of global leaders to face the issue and analyze all possible solutions, but also of all people to 

change environmentally unfriendly practices in order to preserve the equilibrium of our ecosystems.182  

 

This text will introduce delegates to the main causes and consequences of sea level rise to help them envision 

possible solutions to the issue. This guide will provide delegates with details on international and regional 

agreements, organs, and frameworks dealing with the issue, as well as various tools necessary for understanding the 

problem and creatively analyzing different outcomes. This guide will also discuss how sea level rise threatens low-

lying areas and small islands and the mitigating mechanisms currently in place.  

International and Regional Framework  

Adopted in 1992 at the UN Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, Agenda 21 defines 

small islands, coastal areas, and low-lying areas as fragile and vulnerable ecosystems that need special attention 

from Member States and global citizens.183 It notes that global warming has economic consequences on small 
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islands, given that “their small size, limited resources, geographic dispersion and isolation from markets, place them 

at a disadvantage economically and prevent economies of scale.”184 In terms of security, “they are considered 

extremely vulnerable to global warming and sea level rise, with certain small low-lying islands facing the increasing 

threat of the loss of their entire national territories.”185 Chapter 17 of Agenda 21 mentions various uncertainties about 

climate change and sea level rise, given that even “small increases in sea level have the potential of causing 

significant damage to small islands and low-lying coasts,” which is why it is fundamental to create responsive 

strategies based on sound data.186 Agenda 21 suggests a long-term cooperative research commitment “to provide the 

data required for global climate models and to reduce uncertainty.”187 It urges nations to cooperate “with a view to 

adopting special measures to cope with and adapt to potential climate change and sea level rise, including the 

development of globally accepted methodologies for coastal vulnerability assessment, modelling and response 

strategies particularly for priority areas, such as small islands and low-lying and critical coastal areas.”188 It also 

proposes different adapting approaches to be taken into account by Member States, such as coastal area management 

techniques, which may include “planning, siting and environmental impact assessments, using Geographical 

Information Systems (GIS), suitable to the special characteristics of small islands, taking into account the traditional 

and cultural values of indigenous people of island countries.”189 

 

In terms of international frameworks regarding the dangers of sea level rise, it is fundamental to mention the 

importance of the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation, adopted at the 2002 Earth Summit.190 Chapter VII suggests 

that small island developing states (SIDS) are “a special case both for environment and development,” because they 

continuously strive towards sustainable development but “are increasingly constrained by the interplay of adverse 

factors,” including the physical changes they face in their territories and the impact that this has on their citizens.191 

The Johannesburg Plan of Implementation urges Member States to assist SIDS, when elaborating specific initiatives 

to cope with the issue, “in delimiting and managing in a sustainable manner their coastal areas and exclusive 

economic zones and the continental shelf, as well as relevant regional management initiatives within the context of 

the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea and the regional seas programmes of the United Nations 

Environment Programme.”192 It also encourages states to reduce, prevent, and control waste and pollution, in 

addition to assisting SIDS in technology transfer, health-related solutions, and raising awareness of environmental 

issues.193 

 

The UNFCCC has the objective of combating climate change by stabilizing greenhouse gas concentrations.194 In 

order to address climate change from a global and integrative perspective, the Conference of the Parties (COP) to the 

UNFCCC adopted the Paris Agreement at its 21st session in 2015.195 The agreement includes the commitment of 

States Parties to reduce emissions in an effort to prevent global temperatures from rising by more than 2°C above 

pre-industrial levels.196 The Paris Agreement notes that “given current concentrations and on-going emissions of 

greenhouse gases, it is likely that by the end of this century, the increase in global temperature will exceed 1.5°C.”197 

Consequently, the world’s oceans will warm and ice melt will continue, while “average sea level rise is predicted as 

24-30 cm by 2065 and 40-63 cm by 2100.”198 
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One concern expressed about the international framework on this topic is that there is a lack of binding laws that 

account for the effects of climate change on the planet.199 The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS) (1982) is one of the most complete pieces of international law, as well as the most important in the 

regulation of sea matters.200 However, UNCLOS does not address possible changes in marine ecosystems, physical 

alterations due to environmental phenomena, or the possible effects of climate change.201 UNCLOS fails to explain 

what happens to borders once sea levels have gone up, or who is responsible for environmental disasters caused by 

greenhouse gases.202 Accordingly, although climate change is already significantly affecting low-lying areas and 

small islands, current legal frameworks do not reflect this reality.203 

 

SIDS have shown their support for achieving the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030; their current 

needs regarding sea level rise indicate that special attention must be given to Goals 13, 14, and 17.204 Goal 13 

specifies the need to take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts, as “climate change is a global 

challenge that does not respect national borders,” which means that everyone is affected by pollution and carbon 

emissions, independently of where they are produced, and that solving the issue is not merely the responsibility of 

the affected countries, but also a global concern that should be solved at a global level.205 Goal 13’s targets include 

“strengthen[ing] resilience and adaptive capacity to climate-related hazards and natural disasters in all countries”; 

“integrat[ing] climate change measures into national policies, strategies and planning,”; and “improv[ing] education, 

awareness-raising and human and institutional capacity on climate change mitigation, adaptation, impact reduction 

and early warning.”206 Another important target of Goal 13 is to promote “mechanisms for raising capacity for 

effective climate change–related planning and management in least developed countries and Small Island 

Developing States, including focusing on women, youth and local and marginalized communities.”207 Goal 14 is to 

conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and marine resources, which goes hand in hand with dealing with sea 

level rise.208 Some of the targets of Goal 14 are to “increase the economic benefits to Small Island Developing States 

and least developed countries from the sustainable use of marine resources” and to increase “scientific knowledge, 

develop research capacity and transfer marine technology in order to improve ocean health and to enhance the 

contribution of marine biodiversity to the development of developing countries.”209 Finally, Goal 17 focuses on 

creating partnerships in order to achieve the SDGs, as “a successful sustainable development agenda requires 

partnerships between governments, the private sector and civil society,” and they are vital to dealing with an issue 

that has been created by human activity and that is affecting some countries more than others.210  

Framework Documents Related to SIDS 

In 1994, Member States adopted the United Nations Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small 

Island Developing States, also known as the Barbados Programme of Action.211 The main reason to protect SIDS is 

that their population, agricultural land, and infrastructure are generally concentrated in coastal zones, and changes in 

sea level could significantly affect a country’s economy, well-being, and even survival.212 As stated in the Barbados 

Programme of Action, SIDS “require all available information concerning those aspects of climate change, as it may 

affect their ability to enable appropriate response strategies to be developed and implemented,” putting special 

emphasis on information and transfer of knowledge.213 It is also necessary to explore innovative initiatives and 

projects that permit citizens to manage, monitor, and “improve predictive capacity for climate change, climate 
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variability and sea level rise, and to assess the impacts of climate change on marine resources, freshwater and 

agricultural production.”214 Five years later, in 1999, Member States conducted a review of the Barbados Programme 

of Action (BPoA+5) and identified six areas in need of urgent attention in SIDS: adapting to climate change and 

rising sea levels, which could leave nations completely submerged and displace their citizens; improving 

preparedness and recovery from natural and environmental disasters; preventing shortages and pollution of 

freshwater; protecting coastal ecosystems and coral reefs from pollution and overfishing; treating solar and 

renewable energy as a means of replacing oil; and managing sustainable tourism with the objective to protect the 

environment and keep cultural traits intact.215 In 2005, during the 10-year review of the Barbados Programme of 

Action (BPOA+10), the Mauritius Strategy for the further implementation of the Barbados Programme of Action 

was created and Member States once again committed to focusing on SIDS issues regarding sea level rise, arguing 

that they were “already experiencing major adverse effects of climate change” and that adapting to these effects 

should constitute a main priority for them and on the international agenda.216 

 

At the Third International Conference on Small Island Developing States in September 2014, the SIDS Accelerated 

Modalities Of Action (SAMOA) Pathway was adopted with the aim of responding to various issues affecting the 

development of SIDS.217 Member States stated the following in an outcome document: “We also reaffirm that 

climate change is one of the greatest challenges of our time, and we are deeply concerned that all countries, 

particularly developing countries, are vulnerable to the adverse impacts of climate change and are already 

experiencing an increase in such impacts,” which include drought, extreme weather, sea level rise, erosion, water 

acidification, and threats to food security.218 They affirmed that “adaptation to climate change represents an 

immediate and urgent global priority.”219 The issues discussed during the Conference revealed alarming facts. For 

example, Member States concluded that their resources were “insufficient to ensure their capacity to respond 

effectively to multiple crises.”220 As a result, they have failed to succeed “in building capacity, strengthening 

national institutions, gaining access and developing renewable energy and other environmentally related 

technologies, and fully integrating the Barbados Programme of Action and the Mauritius Strategy into national plans 

and strategies.”221 

Role of the International System 

The international system, and everything that it comprises, is now confronted with the responsibility of mitigating 

the effects of global warming in terms of sea level rise and the damage that it causes to small islands and low-lying 

areas.222 The Secretariat of the UNFCCC is an important part of the international system; it was created in 1992 

along with the Convention, and initially, its main goal was to support intergovernmental climate change 

negotiations.223 Today, most of the work of the Secretariat involves providing support to UNFCCC bodies and 

conducting “the analysis and review of climate change information and data reported by Parties.”224 The COP is “the 

supreme decision-making body of the Convention” where States Parties review the implementation of the 

Convention and make the decisions necessary to promote the effective implementation of the Convention.225 

Another important body of the UNFCCC is the Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice (SBSTA), 

which supports the work of the COP by providing information and recommendations on scientific and technological 

matters relating the Convention, the Kyoto Protocol, and the Paris Agreement.226 The COP has also created an 
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Adaptation Committee in order “to promote the implementation of enhanced action on adaptation in a coherent 

manner under the Convention through various functions.”227  

 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is an advisory body to the UNFCCC that “reviews and 

assesses the most recent scientific, technical and socioeconomic information produced worldwide, relevant to the 

understanding of climate change.”228 The IPCC was created in 1988 by the World Meteorological Organization and 

the United Nations Environment Programme; comprising 195 members, it is open to all Member States.229 The panel 

prepares scientifically based assessments analyzed by leading scientists, which are policy-relevant but not policy-

prescriptive, meaning that a large group of scientists are in charge of presenting the facts about climate change and 

making projections concerning future scenarios and risks, but they do not suggest or oblige Member States to 

comply with the recommendations.230 In the IPCC Fifth Assessment Report (2014), scientists observed that, on 

average, from 1880 to 2012, global temperature had increased by 0.85°C.231 As a consequence of global warming, 

ocean temperatures have risen, snow levels have diminished, and ice masses have melted, augmenting the amount of 

water in the oceans, and raising sea levels by 19 cm – all of which affects stable ecosystems, given that their 

inhabitants must face new realities and challenges.232 Sea ice has also shrunk in every decade since 1979.233 

According to the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), ice has been melting at an average 

annual rate of 35,000 km2 since 1979, which is the equivalent of losing an area of sea ice larger than the state of 

Maryland every year.234 This ice becomes seawater that subsequently increases sea levels in coastal areas.235  

 

Recognizing that the effects of climate change on the ocean are not an isolated issue, many organs and institutions in 

the UN system have emphasized approaching this topic from different perspectives. As an example, the UN General 

Assembly has adopted several resolutions that attempt to deal with the issue in a tangible way. The General 

Assembly was established in 1945 under the Charter of the UN.236 Its main role is to provide its 193 Member States 

with an important space for multilateral discussion regarding international issues, as well as possible solutions, 

which may later be translated into regulations under international law.237 As an integrative forum for all UN 

members, the General Assembly has developed into a place where Member States can share their main concerns.238 

As a result, SIDS representatives have discussed the relevance of treating matters related to sea level rise and 

climate change.239 General Assembly resolution 44/206 (1989) established the “possible adverse effects of sea-level 

rise on islands and coastal areas, particularly low-lying coastal areas,” and resolution 63/281 (2009) noted that 

climate change has possible security implications that have to be addressed before they cause more damage.240 It 

also requested that the Secretary-General submit a report to the General Assembly about the possible security 

implications of climate change.241 General Assembly resolution 70/235 (2015) on “Oceans and the law of the sea” 

focused on the importance of capacity-building, technology transfer, and financial aid for SIDS and African coastal 

areas in order to mitigate the negative effects of climate change.242  

 

Other UN system entities working on climate change include the Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission of 

the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (IOC-UNESCO), which was created in 1960 

and promotes international cooperation on projects dealing with marine research, ocean hazard mitigation, and 
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capacity development.243 The World Meteorological Organization (WMO) is a specialized agency of the UN that 

manages several projects related to climate change, such as the Hydrology and Water Resources Programme 

(HWRP).244 The HWRP focuses on the sustainable management of freshwater as a limited resource and the 

mitigation of the effects of water-related disasters.245 

 

Non-governmental organizations are key actors in international efforts against climate change. The World Wildlife 

Fund (WWF), for example, an independent organization that aims to protect nature and endangered species, has also 

expressed its concern regarding sea level rise in coastal zones.246 Sea level rise affects not only human activities, but 

also animal species.247 According to WWF, some species will be unable to adapt to sea level rise, which threatens 

their land habitats.248 

  

With the objective of taking inclusive measures towards climate change and sea level rise in low-lying areas, the UN 

organized the UN Conference to Support the Implementation of SDG 14, also known as the Ocean Conference, 

which took place in June 2017.249 Uniting UN Member States and diverse stakeholders, the conference sought a 

comprehensive approach to implementing SDG 14 on conserving and sustainably using the oceans, seas, and marine 

resources.250 The conference ended with the adoption of the outcome document Our ocean, our future: call for 

action (2017), which strongly encourages stakeholders to take bolder measures to prevent, mitigate, and respond to 

the negative effects of climate change on oceans and to implement SDG 14.251  

Sea Level Rise: Threats and Effects 

As a response to the request contained in General Assembly resolution 63/281 (2009), the UN Secretary-General 

issued a report expressing that climate change could represent a profound threat to human well-being, partly due to 

sea level rise.252 It argues that “rising sea levels could make entire areas uninhabitable, and that coastlines are 

particularly vulnerable to inundation and shoreline erosion.”253 These issues have the potential to create bigger 

problems, such as “freshwater shortages and disease outbreaks.”254 The problem is even more serious given that 

“over a third of the world’s population lives in coastal zones within 100 km of the shore,” meaning that “the effects 

on human settlements could be highly disruptive.”255 The report further establishes that human vulnerability to 

climate change has increased because of rapid urbanization in coastal cities: “The new migrants from rural areas are 

usually poor and many live in substandard housing in informal settlements, often on fragile hillsides or riverbanks 

which are highly exposed to extreme weather events; the most direct risks are from flooding and landslides due to 

increases in rainfall intensity and from sea-level rise and storm surges in coastal areas.”256 Another significant threat 

is the possible loss of territory by SIDS that are consumed by rising sea levels, given that there are no laws that 

consider the possible effects of loss of territory due to environmental disasters of this nature.257 The report mentions 

that for SIDS, “sea-level rise presents perhaps the ultimate security threat, jeopardizing the very existence of small 

low-lying countries such as the Maldives, where 80 percent of land is less than one meter above sea level.”258 

Dealing with population relocation, statelessness, and disputes over territory can be some of the side effects that 

SIDS will have to face if sea levels continue to rise and no solutions are found.259  
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The report of the Secretary-General incorporated extensive input from the Pacific Small Islands Developing States 

(PSIDS).260 The PSIDS stated that “sea-level rise has serious implications such as inundation, erosion, saltwater 

intrusion and intensified storm impacts, threatening the viability and existence of small island nations.”261 In terms 

of public health, the document declares that the side effects of climate change include malnutrition, poor sanitation, 

and increased incidence of water-borne, vector-borne, and airborne diseases, putting citizens in vulnerable 

situations.262 Physical infrastructure is also jeopardized, and it is possible that “the death toll and number of people 

injured will increase as floods and cyclones strike areas with dense population and weak housing and infrastructure,” 

which also means there is a low probability of rapid rebuilding and recovery.263 The PSIDS recommended that the 

UN and Member States consider the security threats of climate change as a reality, not as a possibility, and that they 

consider this topic in an annual agenda, as the implications continue to affect them.264 This idea is shared by the 

Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), which has stressed that climate change is already affecting small island 

states through ocean acidification and sea level rise, but that there is still hope in the international community that 

new agreements will be reached and that the real issues will be addressed.265 The AOSIS has called for Member 

States to “support adaptation projects, and to break barriers to access for capacity-constrained countries” that are 

facing these difficulties.266 

Solutions and Adaptations  

Delegates are encouraged to consider new approaches to sea level rise affecting small islands and low-lying areas, 

taking into account technological advances in mapping, predicting, and adapting to climate change.267 For example, 

in the Caribbean, the Coastal Resource Information System (CRIS) was created with the purpose of providing “a 

standardized repository for monitoring data pertinent to natural resources with an emphasis on impacts of global 

climate change, especially for summary data.”268 Information and communications technology (ICT) is contributing 

to adaptation efforts in countries such as Tonga, Samoa, Vanuatu, and Papua New Guinea.269 Various experts 

collaborating with the UNFCCC have developed innovative ICT solutions by mapping possible effects of sea level 

rise in 3D maps and sharing that information with local communities in order for them to be aware of the danger and 

participate in the solution process.270 These solutions “are helping Pacific Island countries prepare for and adapt to 

sea level rise brought about by climate change,” given that they provide “the fundamental data, skills and tools at-

risk communities need to make planning decisions.”271 In addition, “programmes such as the South Pacific Sea 

Level and Climate Monitoring project (SPSLCM) and Caribbean Planning for Adaptation to Climate Change 

(CPACC) have created monitoring and observation networks for Pacific SIDS and Caribbean SIDS, respectively.”272 

This is important because the information they provide is fundamental for understanding the issues to be addressed 

and the priorities of each state when tackling climate change.273 

 

SIDS have developed different strategies regarding adaptation measures with the aim of helping increase resilience 

when facing the negative impacts of climate change. Some of these projects focus on strengthening relevant 

institutions, policy-making, local regulations on sea level rise, and other areas such as building water storage and 

drought-resistant crops.274 According to the UNFCCC Secretariat and the recommendations of Dr. Graham Sem, 

“there are a multitude of possible adaptation options for SIDS which include engineering solutions, such as sea 

defences, hurricane-resistant buildings and the provision of water storage; legislative solutions such as revised 
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building codes, land zoning around coasts and rivers and updating water policy; and technological solutions such as 

using more resilient crops.”275 However, physically adapting to sea level rise will not necessarily be a permanent 

solution, as the Earth’s temperatures will continue to rise, meaning that considerable measures will have to be taken 

in order to address the underlying issue of climate change itself.276  

 

Effective solutions when dealing with sea level rise in low-lying areas and small islands may include finding 

community-based approaches that integrate whole societies.277 Local communities in low-lying areas and small 

islands are most familiar with the area they inhabit, so when facing changes to their homeland, they may also have 

different ideas on how best to adapt.278 Community-based approaches may include local authorities, local 

communities, indigenous peoples, women, and youth who are directly affected by sea level rise.279 Participants at the 

UN Ocean Conference called upon nations to ensure success of the measures implemented by involving all relevant 

stakeholders, which include local communities and civil society organizations.280 

Conclusion  

Climate change is a fact; its effects are real and they are leaving a troubling, at times devastating, impact on the 

planet.281 It has been scientifically proven that global warming has increased the negative effects on ecosystems and 

that some of them, such as sea level rise, may already be irreversible.282 However, the impact of these effects in low-

lying areas and small islands can be reduced and mitigated with the correct approach from Member States.283 It is 

therefore important for delegates to take into account the recommendations supported by empirical and scientific 

data, such as the IPCC Fifth Assessment Report and recommendations from the Secretariat, the UN General 

Assembly, and regional organs of affected Member States. Delegates are encouraged to consider possible innovative 

solutions for the issue at hand, as well as viable projects that might resolve the issues discussed.  

Further Research 

It is crucial for delegates to take into account some of the elements that the international community may not have 

fully addressed. These elements include funding, given that SIDS are the least-polluting states in the world, yet are 

hardest hit by the effects of climate change. How can the international community contribute to financing projects in 

SIDS when it comes to mitigating and adapting to the negative effects of climate change and sea level rise? How can 

international and regional organizations adapt to the lack of a legal framework for issues concerning sea level rise 

and its impacts? In terms of technology, how can tools that have been successful in fighting climate change be 

transferred to SIDS and low-lying areas? It is also crucial for delegates to consider all the physical and cultural 

implications when adapting to new realities. How can sea level rise be addressed without affecting local 

communities’ cultural activities? How can these endangered communities increase their resilience to future changes?  
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“humanitarian issues facing the people of small island States who are internally displaced or 

evacuating their island are being ignored by the international community.” This is due to the 

recent changes on ecosystems, including the lack of fresh sources of water and even the 

unpredictability of natural hazards.  

Secretariat of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. (2005). Climate Change: Small Island 

Developing States [Report]. Retrieved 8 June 2017 from: http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/publications/cc_sids.pdf  

This UNFCCC guide provides delegates with relevant information about the vulnerability of SIDS 

in relation to productivity and identity as a result of rising sea levels. It also emphasizes different 

adapting mechanisms and their limitations to give the reader a general idea of possible solutions 

to sea level rise. This document is important for understanding the negative effects that sea level 

rise could have on human health and well-being, making it clear that resilience requires the 

ability to adapt. Additionally, delegates will find information on the main limitations that SIDS 

face when dealing with the negative effects of climate change, including financial issues, limited 

technological resources, and even weak legal frameworks in some cases. Understanding these 

problems may be helpful for devising possible solutions.  

United Nations, Department of Public Information. (2014, June 5). Sea-Level Rise in Small Island Nations to Cost 

US$ Trillions: Shift to Green Policies and Investment Critical [News Article]. Retrieved 8 June 2017 from: 

http://www.un.org/climatechange/blog/2014/06/sea-level-rise-in-small-island-nations-up-to-four-times-the-global-

average-to-cost-us-trillions-in-annual-economic-loss-and-impede-future-development-shift-to-green-policies-and-

investment-criti/  

This text discusses the real economic costs of sea level rise on small islands and low-lying areas. 

The information is fundamental to understanding the impacts and indicators of climate change, as 

well as real challenges, impacts, and tangible examples of the outcomes of climate change. This 

text will give delegates a clear idea of possible ways for SIDS to take on the issue at hand. This 

includes transitioning to an inclusive green economy, “implementation of renewable energy, 

sustainable exploration of unexploited resources, [and] developing an ocean-based green 

economy.”   

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. (2014). Elements of Adaptation [Website]. Retrieved 8 

June 2017 from: http://unfccc.int/adaptation/items/7006.php#Observation 

This UNFCCC document suggests different elements of adaptation to climate change that must be 

taken into account when establishing possible solutions for any climate change event, including 

sea level rise. Problems have to be observed and analyzed, and solutions have to be planned, 

implemented, and ultimately monitored and evaluated. Adapting to new realities comprises 

changing a whole system into a new reality, which means that normal activities will be affected. 

This is why it is fundamental for delegates to understand this suggested framework of decision-

making and adaptation in order for their own ideas to be well developed.  

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. (2014). Mapping Exposure to Sea Level Rise | Tonga, 

Samoa, Vanuatu and Papua New Guinea [Web Page]. Retrieved 8 June 2017 from: 

http://unfccc.int/secretariat/momentum_for_change/items/9260.php 

This is a key web page from the Secretariat of the UNFCCC regarding rising seas in small islands 

and low-lying areas. It covers problems and solutions pertaining to rising sea levels, as well as 

different technological mechanisms that can empower citizens and help them adapt to new 

environmental conditions. The project it describes has been implemented in some SIDS; it 

promotes innovative ICT solutions as viable mechanisms for helping Pacific Island countries 

prepare for the negative impacts of climate change and especially of sea level rise. This project 

provides communities with technological tools to help them make informed decisions. It also 

“trains government decision makers to use online tools and flood maps to understand and 

mitigate the risks of sea level rise.”  
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Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. (2013). Climate Change 2013 – The Physical Science Basis: Working 

Group I Contribution to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Retrieved 

8 June 2017 from: http://www.climatechange2013.org/images/report/WG1AR5_ALL_FINAL.pdf  

Chapter 13 of the Fifth Assessment Report provides background information on the scientific 

record of sea level change, the historical context of sea level rise, various contributions of mean 

sea level rise, future contributions to global mean sea level rise, and long-term scenarios and 

consequences of climate change in small islands and low-lying areas. In addition to providing 

data on regional sea level changes, it covers topics such as the loss and contamination of fresh 

water, the regional consequences of rising sea levels, environmental and economic uncertainties, 

and future projections for changes in ocean waves. Scientists involved in this report state that “it 

is virtually certain that sea level will continue to rise during the 21st century and beyond,” 

meaning that it is everyone’s responsibility to cope with the facts and adapt to new realities. 

Chapter 13 of the Fifth Assessment Report may help delegates with understanding the global 

implications of sea level rise and is an excellent source of scientific facts to incorporate into 

working papers. 
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