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Dear Delegates, 

Welcome to the 2021 National Model United Nations New York Conference (NMUN•NY)! We are pleased to 
introduce you to our committee, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). 
This year’s staff is: Directors Kiki Tamis-Noordman (Conference A) and Katie Conti (Conference B), and Assistant 
Directors Paul Gußmann (Conference A) and Sejal Tiwari (Conference B). Kiki has pursued an LLB in International 
and European law at The Hague University of Applied Sciences as well as a Teacher’s Degree. Katie holds a BA in 
International Relations, Public Communication, and Geography from Syracuse University and currently works with 
Meridian International Center in Washington, D.C. Paul is pursuing a BA double degree in International Economics 
and Development and Applied Africa Studies at the University of Bayreuth, Germany. Sejal holds a Bachelor of 
Commerce Hons. in International Business from MacEwan University and is currently pursuing her Masters in 
Globalization and International Development from the University of Ottawa.  

The topics under discussion for United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization are: 
I.Safeguarding Intangible Cultural Heritage in Post-Conflict Areas 
II.Promoting Open Access to Scientific Information and Research 

III.Harnessing Emerging Technologies for the Achievement of SDG4 

UNESCO is a specialized agency of the United Nations tasked with building peace through international 
collaboration in education, science, and culture. UNESCO has a unique role in strengthening international 
cooperation through the advancement of science and education, preservation of cultural heritage, and promotion of 
equal dignity for all. UNESCO’s programs ensure that cultural diversity is respected, all people have access to quality 
education, and scientific advancement is for the betterment and development of all people. In the spirit of UNESCO’s 
work, working in cooperation will be key for delegates to hold front and center throughout all negotiations and 
discussions. 

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 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 March 2021 in accordance 
with the guidelines in the Position Paper Guide and the NMUN•NY Position Papers website. 

Two resources, available to download from the NMUN website, that serve as essential instruments in preparing for 
the Conference and as a reference during committee sessions are the:  

1. NMUN Delegate Preparation Guide - 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 pre-written 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 - include the long and short form of the rules, as well as an explanatory 
narrative and example script of the flow of procedure.  

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 the Under-Secretaries-General for the Development Department, Lauren Kiser (Conference A) and 
Max Lacey (Conference B), at usg.dev@nmun.org.  

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

Sincerely, 

Conference A                                                                         Conference B 
Kiki Tamis-Noordman, Director                                                Katie Conti, Director 
Paul Gußmann, Assistant Director                                  Sejal Tiwari, Assistant Director 

http://www.nmun.org/downloads/NMUNPPGuide.pdf
http://www.nmun.org/ny_position_papers.html
https://www.nmun.org/conferences/new-york/prepare-for-committee/committee-materials.html
https://www.nmun.org/assets/documents/NMUNDelegatePrepGuide.pdf
https://www.nmun.org/assets/documents/NMUNRules.pdf
https://www.nmun.org/conduct-expectations.html
mailto:usg.dev@nmun.org
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United Nations System at NMUN•NY 

This diagram illustrates the UN system simulated at NMUN•NY and demonstrates the reportage and relationships between entities. Examine the 
diagram alongside the Committee Overview to gain a clear picture of the committee's position, purpose, and powers within the UN system. 
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Committee Overview 

Introduction 

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) is a specialized agency of the United 
Nations (UN).1 Although it is financially and structurally 
independent from the primary organs of the UN, UNESCO works 
with the UN to pursue common interests, including peace and 
security and social and economic development.2 UNESCO 
originated in the 1942 Conference of Allied Ministers of Education (CAME), a group of government 
representatives seeking to restore education systems in the wake of the Second World War; CAME was 
preceded by the International Committee on Intellectual Cooperation and the International Bureau of 
Education.3 In November 1945, CAME organized a conference in London to establish an educational and 
cultural organization.4 Representatives from 37 countries agreed to found UNESCO; a formal constitution 
was signed on 16 November 1945, which came into force on 4 November 1946.5  
 
In accordance with its mandate, UNESCO has coordinated and produced several international standards 
for the promotion of peace through collaboration in the fields of education, science, and culture.6 Among 
these are the Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage (1972), 
the Declaration on Race and Racial Prejudice (1978), the Memory of the World Programme (1992), and 
the Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003).7 Since 2015, UNESCO has 
significantly contributed to UN reform initiatives and to the adoption of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) with key inputs to several SDGs, such as SDG 4 (quality education) and SDGs relating to 
natural sciences, social and human sciences, culture, communication and information, and ocean 
conservation.8 Some recent topics addressed by UNESCO in accordance with the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda) include safeguarding cultural heritage; promotion of open 
access to science and information; and the importance of harnessing emerging technologies for 
education.9  
 
UNESCO has been greatly involved during the COVID-19 pandemic, in mandate-related areas such as 
science and open access thereof, supporting governments in providing digital education and culture.10 As 
a part of UNESCO’s outbreak response, their mission includes to “fully cooperate to support governments 
for distance learning open science, knowledge and culture sharing, as fundamental means to stand 
together and tighten the bonds of our shared humanity”.11 
 
 

 

1 New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, United Nations Handbook 2019-20, 2020. 
2 Charter of the United Nations, 1945, Art. 63.  
3 UNESCO, The Organization’s History, 2017. 
4 Ibid.; CAME, Conference for the establishment of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization, 1945.  
5 UNESCO, The Organization’s History, 2017. 
6 UNESCO, Basic Texts: 2016 Edition, 2016. 
7 UNESCO, UNESCO at a Glance (ERI/2010/WS/2), 2010, p. 37. 
8 UNESCO, UNESCO and the UN Reform, 2017; UNESCO, UNESCO and the Sustainable Development Goals, 

2018. 
9 UNESCO, UNESCO and the Sustainable Development Goals, 2018; UNESCO, UNESCO Towards 2030 and 

Beyond: Major Challenges and Opportunities, 2019. 
10 UNESCO, The COVID-19 Outbreak & UNESCO’s Mission, 2020. 
11 Ibid. 

The United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) is a specialized agency that 

coordinates with the United Nations 

through the Economic and Social Council. 
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Governance, Structure, and Membership 

UNESCO is a specialized agency, or an international organization that coordinates their work with the UN 
through negotiated agreements, under the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC).12 UNESCO is a 
legally independent agency with its own rules, membership, organs, and financial resources that was 
brought into a relationship with the UN in 1945.13 The headquarters of UNESCO is located in Paris, 
France.14 UNESCO currently has 193 Member States and 11 associate members, as a direct 
consequence of the United States and Israel’s withdrawal from UNESCO as of January 1, 2019.15 The 
newest installed Member States, who were instated during the 40th session of the General Conference in 
2019, hold their seat until 2023.16 Two major bodies, the General Conference and Executive Board, 
govern the work of UNESCO.17 
 
The General Conference, which consists of all UNESCO Member States, meets every two years.18 Every 
four years, the General Conference appoints a Director-General who is responsible for coordinating the 
work of the Secretariat.19 The 39th session of UNESCO’s General Conference elected Audrey Azoulay as 
Director-General of UNESCO, succeeding Irina Bokova.20 She took office on 15 November 2017 for a 
four-year term.21 The General Conference may hold additional meetings as summoned by the Executive 
Board, or upon request by at least one third of its Member States.22 The General Conference is primarily 
responsible for electing members of the Executive Board, deliberating upon and approving 
recommendations from the Executive Board, summoning international conferences, considering reports 
from Member States, and advising UN organization on matters of education, science, and culture.23 The 
General Conference may also establish special and technical committees, create subsidiary organs, and 
invite observers on the recommendation of the Executive Board.24 UNESCO currently directs the work of 
several intergovernmental bodies, including the Intergovernmental Committee for Intangible Cultural 
Heritage and the Committee for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict. .25 
These sub-organs provide expert research and policy recommendations to the General Conference.26 
 

 

12 UN DGC, What are UN Specialized Agencies, and how Many are There?; New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade,United Nations Handbook 2019-20, 2019. 

13 UN CEBC, Directory of United Nations System Organizations.  
14 New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, United Nations Handbook 2019-20, 2020. 
15 UNESCO, Member States, 2020. 
16 UNESCO, Member States, 2020. 
17 New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, United Nations Handbook 2019-20, 2020. 
18 Ibid. 
19 UNESCO, Member States, 2018. 
20 UNESCO, Director-General, Audrey Azoulay, 2017. 
21 Ibid. 
22 UNESCO, Constitution of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 1945, arts. III-VI. 
23 Ibid., arts. III-VI; UNESCO, List of Members of the Executive Board, 2018. 
24 UNESCO, Constitution of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 1945, arts. III-VI 
25 UNESCO, Intergovernmental Committees, 2017. 
26 UNESCO, Constitution of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 1945, art. IV, paras. 

11-14. 

At NMUN•NY 2021, we are simulating the Executive Board of UNESCO in terms of 
composition and size; however, delegates are not limited to the strict mandate of the 
Executive Board, as a budgetary and administrative body, during the conference. For 
the purposes of NMUN•NY 2021, and corresponding with the educational mission of 

the conference, the committee has the ability to make programmatic and policy 
decisions on issues within the mandate of UNESCO in line with the overall function of 

the organization. 
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The Executive Board consists of 58 UNESCO Member States serving four-year terms.27 Currently on the 
board of Executives are Member States seated from 2017-2021.28 The UNESCO Constitution affords 
membership in UNESCO to all UN Member States, though non-Member States may be admitted to 
UNESCO upon the recommendation of the Executive Board, with a two-thirds majority vote of the 
General Conference.29 Associate Members, political or territorial entities that do not constitute 
independent Member States, can be admitted upon recommendation of the General Conference, and are 
recognized some rights and obligations.30 Every two years, the Executive Board prepares the biennial 
agenda for the General Conference, submits policy recommendations to the General Conference, 
implements decisions adopted by the General Conference, recommends the admission of new Members, 
nominates the Director-General, and reviews the budget.31 Additionally, the Executive Board may advise 
primary organs of the UN on issues relevant to its mandate, consult with representatives of 
intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) and independent experts, and request advisory opinions from the 
International Court of Justice (ICJ).32  

Mandate, Functions, and Powers 

UNESCO’s mandate is formally defined in Article 1, paragraph 3 of the Charter of the United Nations 
(1945), and Article 1 of the UNESCO Constitution (1945).33 UNESCO is charged with promoting 
collaboration among Member States in the fields of education, science, and culture in order to develop 
and maintain peace, the rule of law, and mutual respect.34 Additionally, UNESCO is responsible for 
coordinating and supporting the development of knowledge and culture for “economic stability, political 
security, and general well-being of the peoples of the world.”35 Finally, UNESCO plays a major role in 
coordinating international conventions and setting standards on topics of education, culture, and science 
such as its recent role in drafting the future Global Convention of Higher Education.36  
 
To fulfill its mandate, UNESCO holds international conferences to deliberate issues and set standards, 
provide expert research and consultation to the primary organs of the UN system through ECOSOC, and 
coordinate with other entities to implement programs in the field.37 UNESCO’s Medium-Term Strategy 
2014-2021 has identified five specific functions at the national, regional, and international levels: fostering 
and generating innovation, supporting and monitoring global policy efforts, setting norms and standards, 
strengthening networks for cooperation and knowledge-sharing, and providing capacity-building expertise 
for institutions and personnel.38 Additionally, this strategy acts as a support system for Member States to 
develop systems to promote education, strengthen science, technology and innovation; and to overall 
achieve sustainable development.39  

 

27 UNESCO, Constitution of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 1945, art. V. 
28 UNESCO. Executive Board in Brief, 2020. 
29 UNESCO, Member States, 2019; UNESCO, Constitution of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization, 1945, art. II. 
30 UNESCO, Member States, 2019. 
31 UNESCO Executive Board, Executive Board in Brief, 2018; UNESCO, Constitution of the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 1945, art. V. 
32 UNESCO, Constitution of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 1945, art. V; 

UNESCO, High-level Political Forum, 2017. 
33 Charter of the United Nations, 1945, Art. 1; UNESCO, Constitution of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization, 1945, p. 5. 
34 UNESCO, Constitution of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 1945, art. V, art I, 

para 1. 
35 Conference of Allied Ministers of Education, Conference for the Establishment of UNESCO (ECO/CONF./29), 

1945, p. 1. 
36 UNESCO, General Introduction to the Standard-setting Instruments of UNESCO, 2017; UNESCO, Drafting of the 

Future Global Convention of Higher Education concludes, 2017.  
37 UNESCO, UNESCO at a Glance (ERI/2010/WS/2), 2010, p. 32.  
38 UNESCO, 2014-2021: Medium-Term Strategy (37 C/4), 2014, p. 14. 
39 Ibid. 
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Discussions are currently taking place on the next medium-term strategy, the Medium-Term Strategy 
2022-2029, which is likely to be adopted in the fall of 2021.40 This Medium-Term Strategy is ongoing for 
UNESCO, and not only provides an outline for the next 9 years, but also outlines UNESCO’s strategy in 
the final decade towards achieving the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.41 
 
Within its mandate, UNESCO also works directly with other UN organs, IGOs, and non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) to support peace through the collaborative exchange of knowledge, culture, and 
sustainable development strategies.42 Such partnerships not only allow UNESCO to fulfill its mandate and 
achieve its objectives but also help to increase cooperation in the fields of education, science, culture, 
communication, and information.43 Additionally, although UNESCO partners with a variety of other 
international actors to carry out their mandate, partnership strategies differ for each individual type of 
partner.44 For example, in 2013, the UNESCO Executive Board endorsed the Comprehensive Partnership 
Strategy, which outlined separate strategies for collaboration with individual categories of partners.45 
Overall, this policy framework was established on the basis of several criteria, including the purpose of 
each partnership, strategy for engagement, strategic objectives, future direction of specific types of 
partnerships, and monitoring and evaluation of a partnership.46  
 
UNESCO’s relationship with the UN is overall governed by an agreement ratified by the General 
Assembly on 14 December 1946.47 Representatives of the UN are invited to attend meetings of 
UNESCO’s General Conference and Executive Board, as well as special meetings convened by 
UNESCO; similarly, UNESCO is entitled to send representatives to the meetings of ECOSOC and the 
General Assembly when agenda matters relate to educational, scientific, or cultural matters.48 ECOSOC 
is the primary mechanism for coordinating operations and programs of specialized agencies;  it serves as 
UNESCO’s first point of contact with the UN system.49 Additionally, UNESCO relies on the UN System 
Chief Executives Board for Coordination for guidance and strategic direction through its High-Level 
Committee for Programmes, High-Level Committee for Management, and the UN Development Group.50 
UNESCO maintains memorandums of understanding with 16 UN system partners that define roles of 
cooperation to prevent the duplication of work.51 UNESCO is empowered, in turn, to initiate studies and 
reports for consideration by ECOSOC.52 UNESCO may also work with ECOSOC to provide assistance to 
the Security Council as requested “for the maintenance or restoration of international peace and 
security.”53  
 
UNESCO coordinates with civil society through its 199 National Commissions, agencies set up by the 
governments of UNESCO Member States and Associated Members.54 The organization maintains direct 
partnerships with 370 international NGOs and 20 civil society organizations (CSOs), and formal 
agreements with 87 IGOs and several institutions in the private sector.55 UNESCO must provide 
ECOSOC information about any formal agreements with UN specialized agencies, IGOs, or NGOs before 

 

40 UNESCO, Preparation of the Draft Medium-Term Strategy for 2022-2029 (40 C/11), 2019. 
41 UNESCO, UNESCO Towards 2030 and Beyond: Major Challenges and Opportunities, 2019; UNESCO, UNESCO 

moving forward the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 2017. 
42 UNESCO, Constitution of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 1945, arts. X-XI. 
43 Ibid. 
44 UNESCO, Comprehensive Partnership Strategy, 2013. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
47 UNESCO, Agreement between the United Nations and UNESCO, 1946. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Charter of the United Nations, 1945, Art. 63; UNESCO, Agreement Between the United Nations and UNESCO, 

1946.  
50 UNSCEB, What We Do; UNSCEB, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2016. 
51 UNESCO, Bureau of Strategic Planning, Partnering with UN Agencies, 2017. 
52 UNESCO, Agreement Between the United Nations and UNESCO, 1946. 
53 Ibid. 
54 UNESCO, National Commissions, 2018; UNESCO, Partnerships, 2018. 
55 UNESCO, Comprehensive Partnership Strategy (192 EX/5,INF), 2013; UNESCO, Partnerships, 2018. 
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the agreements are enacted.56 The organization maintains separate strategic objectives for various 
categories of partnerships, outlined in its Comprehensive Partnership Strategy (192 EX/5.INF) of 6 
September 2013.57 These partnerships provide critical information and implementation support for 
UNESCO’s various programs and initiatives.58 Additionally, these partners help UNESCO form policies, 
make decisions, and produce research materials by providing resources, operational support, and 
technical expertise.59 Partners in the field, including bilateral government partners, NGOs, and private 
sector institutions, help mobilize financial and in-kind contributions for program implementation and 
meetings.60 

Recent Sessions and Current Priorities 

UNESCO is actively engaged with events and activities supporting its programmatic work around the 
world. 61 Africa is a global focus, where UNESCO works on developing strategies for a better future, 
supported by the new African Union Agenda 2063 and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.62 
Gender equality is another global focus in which UNESCO works to equip men and women, boys and 
girls, with knowledge, skills, and values to combat gender inequality.63 UNESCO’s most recent priority 
has been to find a best response to the COVID-19 pandemic, increasing UNESCO’s cooperation with 
governments, specialized offices and international agencies.64   
 
The 40th Session of the General Conference was held from 12-27 November 2019.65 During their 40th 
Session, the General Conference elected new members to the Executive Board, adopted the Draft 
Programme and Budget for 2020-2021,and discussed topics such as providing assistance to educational 
and cultural institutions in the occupied Arab territories, and safeguarding of the Cultural Heritage of the 
Old City of Jerusalem.66 The preparation of the new Medium-Term Strategy and Programme and Budget 
for 2022-2025 were also discussed. 67 Other topics were the UNESCO Strategy for youth and adult 
literacy (2020-2025), and UNESCO’s role in the implementation of SDG 4 on education.68  
 
From 29 June to 10 July 2020, UNESCO’s Executive Board held their 209th regular session in Paris.69  
They discussed matters such as youth and adult literacy, and how to achieve SDG 4 target 5 - equality 
and inclusion in education.70 Decisions adopted include a welcoming of efforts and support towards the 
implementation of SDG 4, and a decision to include the topic of Occupied Palestine on the agenda for 
their 210th meeting.71 
 
Aligned with UNESCO’s Medium-Term Strategy 2014-2021, the approved Programme and Budget 
outlines strategies, approaches and results for education, culture, natural sciences, social and human 

 

56 UNESCO, Relations with the Organizations of the UN System, 2017; Charter of the United Nations, Art. 63; 
UNESCO, Partnerships, 2018. 

57 UNESCO, Comprehensive Partnership Strategy (192 EX/5,INF), 2013; UNESCO, Partnerships, 2018. 
58 UNESCO, Comprehensive Partnership Strategy (192 EX/5,INF), 2013, p. 3; UNESCO, Partnerships, 2018. 
59 UNESCO, Comprehensive Partnership Strategy (192 EX/5,INF), 2013, pp. 3-4; UNESCO, Partnerships, 2018. 
60 Ibid. 
61 UNESCO, UNESCO, 2020 
62 UNESCO, Priority Africa, 2020. 
63 UNESCO, Priority Gender Equality, 2020. 
64 UNESCO, Decisions Adopted By The Executive Board During Its 209th Session, 2020, pp. 50-51. 
65 UNESCO, Agenda of the 40th session of the General Conference, 2019. 
66 Ibid.; UNESCO, Approved Programme and Budget 2020-2021: Second Biennium of the 2018-2021 Quadrennium 

(39 C/5), 2019. 
67 UNESCO, Preparation of the Draft Medium-Term Strategy for 2022-2029 and the Draft Programme and Budget, 

2019. 
68 UNESCO, Records of the General Conference, 40th Session, Paris, 12 November-27 November 2019, volume 1: 

Resolutions, 2019. 
69 UNESCO, Revised Provisional Agenda and Timetable of Work (209 EX/1), 2020. 
70 Ibid. 
71 UNESCO, Decisions Adopted by The Executive Board During Its 209th Session, 2020. 
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sciences, and communication and information.72 Specifically, the Medium-Term Strategy 2014-2021 
focuses on the work of UNESCO in providing equal access to quality education; the development of 
science, technology and innovation; the promotion of cultural heritage and cultural diversity. 73 The 
Preparation of the Draft Programme and Budget for 2022-2025 will align with the new Medium-Term 
Strategy 2022-2029.74 Between 12 and 14 July 2019 and on 7 October 2019, the Secretariat organized a 
series of dialogues between the Permanent Delegates to UNESCO, in preparation of the new Medium-
Term Strategy.75 The opportunities and challenges UNESCO faces as well as the possible direction for 
the new Medium-Term Strategy were discussed.76 The dialogues focused on achieving the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development, especially enhancing support for Member States in their work towards 
achieving those SDGs related to UNESCO’s field of competence.77 Discussions leaned towards taking a 
human-rights based approach to the Medium-Term Strategy, taking into account principles of equality and 
leaving no one behind.78  
  
The Executive Board took the opportunity in their 209th session to evaluate the impact of the COVID-19 
outbreak on UNESCO’s programme and activities.79 They reiterated the importance of strong efforts to 
cooperate for a best possible response to COVID-19 pandemic, specifically in the areas of scientific data 
and sharing thereof, and digital educational opportunities.80 The Executive Board held their 6th special 
session on 8-9 June 2020, in Paris, specifically focused on the COVID-19 pandemic and the effects on 
UNESCO and their programme of work.81  In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, UNESCO’s mission 
remains valid.82 To keep working towards this mission amid the COVID-19 pandemic, UNESCO 
cooperates with governments to help create digital education and culture, facilitate and coordinate 
research and science, including promotion of open access to scientific data and research.83  
 
One of the main actions that UNESCO has taken to raise awareness of the COVID-19 pandemic’s impact 
on the world of science, education and culture is their Next Normal campaign, which centers around a 
short movie.84 This movie shows that in a post-pandemic era, the desire to return to “normal” is ever 
present, yet UNESCO provides factual information to show that perhaps the normal we had before the 
pandemic is not one we should wish to return to; hoping to inspire change, and create a new normal.85 

Conclusion 

UNESCO play a key role in the protection of cultures as well as the promotion of education and improved 
learning practices through the inclusion of new technologies to better enhance cultural protection and 
education.86 Efforts and cooperation are increasing in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, to try and 
find the best response to this pandemic.87 It remains UNESCO’s main mission to carry out their mandate, 
to find ways to support education, culture and science, in spite of COVID-19 and the consequences 

 

72 UNESCO, Approved Programme and Budget 2019-2021: Second Biennium of the 2018-2021 Quadrennium (40 
C/5), 2019.  

73 Ibid.  
74 UNESCO, Preparation of the Draft Medium-Term Strategy for 2022-2029 and the Draft Programme and Budget, 

2019. 
75 UNESCO, UNESCO Towards 2030 and Beyond: Major Challenges and Opportunities, 2019. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid. 
79 UNESCO, Decisions Adopted By The Executive Board During Its 209th Session, 2020, pp. 50-51. 
80 Ibid., pp. 50-51. 
81 UNESCO, Provisional Agenda for the Sixth Special Session of the Executive Board (6X/EX/1), 2020. 
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thereof.88 This is shown through UNESCO’s digital focus on multiple initiatives, through digital education 
and culture, and the “Next Normal” campaign.89 Together with other UN entities and partners from the 
public and private sector, UNESCO continues to work toward achieving the goals outlined in the 2030 
Agenda, with particular focus on SDG 1 (no poverty); SDG 4 (quality education); SDG 10 (reduced 
inequalities); and SDG 17 (partnerships for the goals).90 
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I. Safeguarding Intangible Cultural Heritage in Post-Conflict Areas 

 “Cultural matters are integral parts of the lives we lead. If development can be seen as enhancement of 
our living standards, then efforts geared to development can hardly ignore the world of culture.”91 

Introduction  

For every generation in human history, there have always been elements of society, such as a collection 
of objects, a monument, or a song, that were regarded as important to preserve for future generations.92 
These preserved elements of society are the cultural heritage that represents the way of life for its 
people.93 The preservation of cultural heritage is constantly evolving and plays an impactful role in 
peacebuilding; however, many cultural expressions and elements are at risk in times of conflict.94 In 
recent years, cultural heritage has increasingly been the target of systematic and deliberate attacks by 
extremist groups.95 Due to the strong connection between culture and the identity of a population, the 
intentional destruction can causes significant obstacles in post-conflict peacebuilding and reconciliation.96 
For targeted safeguarding, cultural heritage is separated into two distinct categories: tangible cultural 
heritage and intangible cultural heritage (ICH).97 ICH are shared cultural experiences and memories that 
have evolved and passed from one generation to another.98 They are different from tangible cultural 
heritage, such as artifacts and monuments.99 The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in unprecedented 
destruction of cultural heritage.100 The pandemic has affected the practice of ICH as most traditions, 
rituals and gatherings have been postponed or cancelled.101 However, according to an ongoing survey by 
UNESCO, ICH has been seen as “providing a source of resilience, solidarity and inspiration for many 
communities during these difficult times.”102  
 
Adopted by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) General 
Conference in 2003, the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage defined ICH 
as the “practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as the instruments, objects, 
artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith – that communities and groups recognize as part of 
their cultural heritage.”103 There are five main ‘domains’ of ICH including oral traditions and expressions, 
performing arts, social practices/rituals, knowledge regarding nature and universe, and traditional 
craftsmanship that make up a cultural identity.104 According to UNESCO, “safeguarding” is the measured 
aim of “ensuring the viability of the intangible cultural heritage” through the following forms: identification, 
documentation, research, preservation, protection, promotion, enhancement, transmission, and 
revitalization of ICH.105 Additionally, post-conflict zones are identified as countries and territories where 
open-warfare is seized and is transitioning from periods of armed conflict to relative peace.106 The 
safeguarding of ICH in post-conflict areas is important in the pursuit of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (2030 Agenda) (2015), including the goals of ensuring safe and sustainable cities, 

 

91 Amartya Sen, Culture & Development, 2001, p. 1. 
92 UNESCO, What is Intangible Cultural Heritage?, 2011, p. 3. 
93 Ibid. 
94 Ibid., p. 6. 
95 UNESCO, The Role of Culture for Resilience, Peace and Security: a New International Agenda Promoted by 

UNESCO, 2017.  
96 Ibid. 
97 UNESCO, What is Intangible Cultural Heritage?, 2011, p. 3. 
98 Ibid., p. 2. 
99 Ibid., p. 3. 
100 UNESCO, Living Heritage and The Covid-19 Pandemic – Snapshot of the UNESCO online survey, 2020.  
101 UNESCO, Living heritage experiences in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, 2020. 
102 Ibid. 
103 UNESCO, Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage, 2003, p. 2. 
104 UNESCO, Intangible Heritage domains in the 2003 Convention. 
105 UNESCO, Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage, 2003, p. 3. 
106 Warsaw Recommendation on Recovery and Reconstruction of Cultural Heritage, UNESCO, 2018. 
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economic growth, reduced inequalities, environmental protection, promotion of gender equality, and 
fostering peaceful and inclusive societies.107 

International and Regional Framework 

In 1954, UNESCO adopted its first international treaty directly addressing the maintenance of cultural 
heritage, the Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict, which 
focused exclusively on the protection of tangible cultural heritage in response to armed conflict.108  
In 1966, the General Conference of UNESCO adopted the Declaration on the Principles of the 
International Cultural Co-operation, which definitively proclaimed that ensuring international cooperation 
policy in the field of culture for all people was a primary directive of UNESCO.109 Mandated by the 
Declaration of 1966, UNESCO adopted the Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural 
and Natural Heritage in 1972 to strengthen the identification and recording of tangible cultural heritage by 
establishing the World Heritage Committee, World Heritage Fund, and World Heritage List.110 The 
ratification of the 1972 convention was based on principles considered the 5 ‘Cs’: Credibility, 
Conservation, Capacity-building, Communication and Communities.111 At the 1982 World Conference on 
Cultural Policies, UNESCO Member States approved the Mexico City Declaration on Cultural Policies in 
Mexico City, which finally gave significant attention to the preservation of ICH and redefined cultural 
heritage to include elements of ICH.112 This Conference was one of the first times that the term “intangible 
heritage” was officially used by the United Nations (UN).113 In 1991 the UN General Assembly adopted 
resolution 46/158, which requested the establishment of a temporary independent world commission 
responsible for creating a report on the state of “Culture and Development” and providing proposals 
concerning the urgent and long term obstacles for global heritage.114 
 
The culmination of prior UNESCO frameworks on safeguarding ICH can be seen in the 2003 Convention 
for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003 Convention), which established an international 
framework to ensure that Member States took necessary measures to safeguard the intangible cultural 
heritage present in their territory.115 While post-conflict safeguarding of ICH was not directly referenced, 
the 2003 Convention established identification and documentation reporting measures for ICH in the 
creation of the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity and the List of 
Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding, both of which helped build ICH resilience 
pre-conflict.116 Additionally, the 2003 Convention established the Intangible Cultural Heritage Fund, which 
is UNESCO’s primary method for funding projects to safeguard ICH.117 At the core, the 2003 Convention 
serves four key functions which are to safeguard ICH; to ensure equal respect for the ICH of all 
concerned communities, groups, and individuals; raising awareness at all levels of the importance of ICH 
and ensuring its mutual appreciation; and providing methods to foster international co-operation and 
assistance in safeguarding ICH.118 
 
Additionally, the 2005 Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural 
Expressions recognized the “uniqueness and plurality of the identities and cultural expressions of the 

 

107 UNESCO Courier, Agenda 2030: Challenges for us all, 2030, p. 12. 
108 UNESCO, Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict, 1954, p. 5. 
109 UNESCO, Declaration of Principles of International Cultural Co-operation, 1966, p. 1. 
110 UNESCO, Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage, 1972, p. 1. 
111 UNESCO, The World Heritage Convention, 1972.  
112 UNESCO, World Conference on Cultural Policies, 1982, p. 43. 
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peoples and societies making up humanity”.119 In particular, inclusion of indigenous people in world 
cultural diversity was provisioned in article 42 of the UN Declaration on the rights of indigenous peoples 
(UNDRIP) in 2007 to create a “relationship between cultural diversity and human rights”.120 Since the 
ratification of the 2003 Convention, much of the work regarding the safeguarding of ICH in post-conflict 
areas done by regional and intergovernmental organizations has been coordinated, managed, and 
assisted through structures built by the Convention, such as the List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in 
Need of Urgent Safeguarding.121 In particular, the Warsaw Recommendation on Recovery and 
Reconstruction of Cultural Heritage in 2018 was the product of an international conference that developed 
universal guidelines on safeguarding cultural properties and associated intangible practices in response 
to armed conflict.122 This recommendation furthered the 2003 Convention by addressing the growing 
impact of armed conflict on cultural heritage.123 Such efforts directly promote the achievement of SDG 4 
(quality education), SDG 5 (gender equality), SDG 11 (sustainable cities), SDG 16 (peace, justice and 
strong institutions) and SDG 17 (global partnerships).124 Specifically SDG 11.4 aims to “strengthen efforts 
to protect and safeguard the world’s cultural and natural heritage”.125 In addition to these efforts of 
international organizations, regional frameworks such as the Shenzhen Declaration on Museums and 
Collections (2018) and the Ngorongoro Declaration on Safeguarding African World Heritage as a Driver of 
Sustainable Development (2016) provide an impactful role on the safeguarding of ICH in post-conflict 
areas.126  

Role of the International System  

UNESCO’s first programs in the field of cultural heritage came as a response to the social and political 
situation that the world faced following the decolonization period in the wake of World War II.127 UNESCO 
now leads a network of over 170 intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) and non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) in the mission of safeguarding ICH in post-conflict areas.128 Since 2003, UNESCO 
has participated in seventeen projects worldwide, which are targeted at safeguarding ICH in post-conflict 
areas, providing approximately $1 million worth of aid to Member States.129 Through partnerships with 
various Member States, NGOs, and the private sector, UNESCO contributes to five active projects 
covering Ukraine, Iraq, Colombia, and Niger.130 These projects provide assistance in the documentation 
and inventorying of ICH, the completion of needs assessments to improve pre-existing safeguarding 
strategies, and the building of resilient peace environments to sustain ICH protection.131. Additionally, the 
Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage (Intergovernmental 
Committee) is a UN body working within UNESCO, whose core function is to promote the objectives of 
the 2003 Convention by examining requests submitted by Member States for inscription on the State 
heritage list, reviewing project proposals, and administering funds for international assistance.132 In 2009, 
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the Intergovernmental Committee launched the Register of Good Safeguarding Practices for ICH.133 This 
platform is used for sharing innovative initiatives in addition to the 2003 convention.134 Furthermore, the 
role of women in using ICH in post-conflict social rehabilitation and peacebuilding efforts can be traced 
back to UNESCO’s 2001 synthesis report on the subject.135 In 2014, UNESCO’s first publication on 
Gender Equality, Heritage and Creativity emphasized the important role of the “leadership of women in 
rebuilding peace.”136 In August 2020, UNESCO launched an Indigenous Peoples Bulletin to showcase 
recent digital initiatives in partnership with local indigenous knowledge keepers and NGOs to address 
specific vulnerabilities in documentation of indigenous culture in post-conflict areas during COVID-19.137  
 
Aside from the efforts of UNESCO, other UN bodies and IGOs play a role in the safeguarding of ICH.138 
For instance, the UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR) works with its partner network to 
publish documents directed at the safeguarding of ICH in times of crisis.139 One example is the UNDRR’s 
PreventionWeb, a collaborative knowledge-sharing platform that provides important information on the 
management of cultural heritage and indigenous knowledge in disaster situations.140 Similarly, UNESCO 
initiated engagement with the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) on “The 
Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage: Opportunities for Indigenous 
Peoples” in 2019 to showcase their commitment to upholding the UNDRIP.141 The same year was 
dedicated as the International Year of Indigenous Languages for “Peace, Innovation and 
Development”.142 Other intergovernmental organizations such as the International Centre for the Study of 
the Preservation and Restoration of Cultural Property (ICCROM) provide workshops worldwide to ensure 
that ICH is preserved through training, information, research, and advocacy.143 These intergovernmental 
organizations play a vital role in addressing safeguarding of ICH in post-conflict areas by raising 
awareness and supporting ICH conservation and restoration.144 UNESCO also partners with regional 
IGOs to safeguard ICH in post-conflict areas, which include the International Research Centre for 
Intangible Cultural Heritage in the Asia-Pacific Region, and Regional Centre for the Safeguarding of 
Intangible Cultural Heritage in various regions including Africa, Latin America, South-Eastern Europe.145 
 
NGOs, experts, and centers of research also play a vital role in safeguarding ICH by preserving 
communities who are bearers of ICH and through involving civil society in the implementation of the 2003 
Convention in post-conflict areas.146 Article 9 of the 2003 Convention ensures that accredited NGOs have 
the ability to effectively assist UNESCO in the safeguarding of ICH in post-conflict areas in an advisory 
capacity to the Intergovernmental Committee. 147 For example, the ICH NGO Forum is a platform that 
represents the collective expertise of its member NGOs to address challenges in safeguarding ICH.148 
Other examples of NGO participation include the Aigine Cultural Research Center in Kyrgyzstan that 
works on promoting the inclusion of elements of traditional knowledge into formal education, contributes 
to the safeguarding of ICH by exposing the “positive potential” of traditional culture in conflict prevention, 
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and empowers social groups who have become vulnerable due to conflict by building greater resilience 
through ICH.149  
 
Examples of intersectoral partnerships include a 2018 initiative between the International Information and 
Networking Centre for Intangible Cultural Heritage in the Asia-Pacific Region and Google Arts and Culture 
through a digital exhibition of Asian ICH.150 Such digital solutions may become the foundation for 
sustaining practice of ICH during COVID-19 and post-conflict societies. In March 2020, UNESCO 
launched a blog entitled, “In Living Memory: Making the Most of Documentary Heritage in COVID-19 
Decision-making”.151 This collection aims to shape national policy responses to ICH production during 
COVID-19, harness new digital technology to assist in post-conflict rebuilding, and promote partnership 
between different stakeholders for inclusive decision-making for safeguarding ICH.152 

Post-Conflict Documentation and Inventory 

In post conflict areas, the destruction of ICH is just as prevalent as the destruction of tangible cultural 
heritage; however, because ICH is less visible than its tangible counterpart is, it is addressed less 
frequently, which leads to more devastating and long-lasting impacts or irreconcilable damages.153 In the 
past decade, a significant portion of armed conflicts were internal and of a cultural, spiritual, or ethnic 
nature, many of which resulted in destructive acts of war, such as cultural cleansing, which aimed at 
eradicating certain cultures or populations.154 Cultural cleansing targets more than elements of tangible 
culture; it targets elements such as the dignity, the identity, and the very existence of a population.155 In 
response to the fragile and vulnerable nature of ICH and the difficulty of revitalizing heritage lost in 
conflict, and to mitigate the impacts of potential future conflict situations, UNESCO placed a heavy 
emphasis on the post-conflict documentation and inventory of ICH, as well the use of its documentation to 
raise awareness in local communities of the valuable cultural impacts that ICH provides.156 
 
For the international community, documentation and inventorying is one of the best methods of building 
resilience and safeguarding ICH because it raises awareness about intangible cultural heritage and its 
importance for individual and collective identities without stagnating or inhibiting the growth of that 
culture.157 For example, a 2016-2018 project led by UNESCO on the documentation and inventory of 
intangible cultural heritage in the Republic of the Sudan aimed to create a new inventory of ICH in the 
Kordufan and Blue Nile regions.158 This project developed a national strategy that included training 
workshops, technical knowledge, fieldwork, and data collection.159 The goal of the project was to build the 
capacity of inventory and coordination teams, researchers in ICH and related fields, ICH NGOs, and 
heritage professionals, and to raise awareness in local communities of the importance of their heritage by 
encouraging them to participate in its documentation and inventorying.160  
 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, fieldwork and data collection for documentation has proven difficult in 
both post-conflict and peaceful societies. In the face of social distancing measures, restrictions in 
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international travel, and the absence of experts on the ground, UNESCO needed to pivot inventorying 
and documentation mechanisms in post-conflict societies.161 Although there may be elements of ICH that 
can be produced and disseminated digitally, certain aspects do require social interaction.162 This has 
made the process of preservation and documentation of ICH more complex than before the pandemic.163 
For example, states including Colombia are using technology for “recording and virtual diffusion of events, 
festivals, meetings, spaces, etc. of the cultural manifestations of living heritage” to ensure survivability of 
ICH during such crises. 164 UNESCO released a statement “Turning the threat of COVID-19 into an 
opportunity for greater support to documentary heritage” to highlight the importance of documentation 
during the pandemic for historical context to future generations, thereby, underlining the gravity of the 
situation.165 Although documentation and inventorying are effective methods of safeguarding ICH, there 
are aspects of this process that can be improved upon.166 This could include enhancing the use of 
modern technology, updating mechanisms for nominating elements of ICH that have gone through 
transformation because of the pandemic, and ensuring equal participation of communities in 
remote/online documentation.167  

Promoting Human Rights and the Role of Women in Post-Conflict Social Rehabilitation 

In recent years, ICH has taken on new roles in post-conflict areas by serving as the basis for the 
construction of peace environments.168 Rather than ICH being solely perceived as a resource to be 
protected, it is instead being used as an asset that will help integrate social rehabilitation into post-conflict 
areas.169 For example, a current UNESCO project that further exemplifies the variety of roles that ICH can 
play in post-conflict social rehabilitation is the 2019 Intangible Cultural Heritage as a Basis for Resilience, 
Reconciliation and Construction of Peace Environments in Colombia's Post-agreements.170 This project 
used ICH as a means to reintroduce ex-combatants into post-conflict society.171 By identifying shared 
elements of ICH that generated feelings of empathy between ex-combatants and civilians, an 
environment of reconciliation was fostered.172 ICH education was promoted through civilian workshops 
that focused the community’s roots in ICH as collective memories.173 In such projects, UNESCO draws 
parallels between ICH safeguarding and taking a human rights-based approach.174 In a similar context, 
the Human Rights Council adopted resolution 330/20  in 2016 on culture rights as a source for other 
human rights including freedom of expression, thought, conscience and religion. 175  
 
Within the human rights-based approach, the role of women in inter-generational transmission of ICH has 
been deemed irreplicable, particularly in the transmission of ICH and in making peacebuilding gender 
sensitized.176 However, women are at increased risk of exclusion, subordination and violence in post-
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conflict situations.177 Gender in culture plays an important role towards inequality, poverty, illiteracy, 
reproductive health, physical safety, access to education, and opportunity to shape the future 
generation.178 Given that, UNESCO highlights the importance of only safeguarding ICH elements that 
coincide with the guidelines for gender within the the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (1979).179 For example, the 
transmission of traditions such as female genital mutilation (FGM), early marriage, inheritance laws and 
other discriminatory practices are not promoted forms of ICH.180 This is particularly important when 
rebuilding cultural identity of post-conflict communities to promote peace and equality.181  
 

Conclusion 

The international community has achieved many milestones at both the international and regional levels 
for safeguarding ICH in post-conflict societies.182 The efforts of the international community to effectively 
implement the 2003 Convention, along with the targeted efforts of NGOs, IGOs, and regional 
governments, play instrumental roles in achieving SDGs that are oriented towards the safeguarding of 
ICH.183 Furthermore, it is important to identify the profound impact of documentation and inventorying play 
in safeguarding ICH, as well as the unique role of women in intergenerational ICH transmission.184 In the 
context of COVID-19, ICH safeguarding, practice, and transmission have evolved digitally. During an 
emergency (natural and/or conflict), UNESCO emphasizes on amplifying indigenous voices, promoting 
equal participation of women in ICH transmission, and developing new tools for post-conflict societies to 
document their culture.185 It is the duty of the international community to ensure that ICH is not at risk of 
extinction in post-conflict areas and can be used as a medium in recovery efforts.186 

Further Research  

Despite the progress that has been made to this point, there is still significant room for delegates to 
propose unique solutions that build upon the work UNESCO has done over the past decade. Delegates 
should be sure to understand the distinctions between tangible and intangible cultural heritage, as well as 
understand the way that their methods for safeguarding differ. Delegates should diligently consider how 
best to leverage the responsibilities of international and domestic organizations to preserve cultural 
diversity of indigenous people and women. Further questions for delegates to consider in their 
preparation: How can new technologies be used to improve ICH documentation methods for safeguarding 
and lessons being learned during the pandemic? What additional ways can ICH be utilized to foster 
sustainable development in post-conflict and post-pandemic society? How can Member States and Civil 
Society actors drive international cooperation to include women and indigenous pepople in ICH-led 
peacebuilding efforts? How can ICH be introduced in formal education for post-conflict societies to ensure 
sustainable transmission? Additionally, how can UNESCO continue to enhance the international efforts of 
safeguarding of ICH, at the local, regional, and international levels? 
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United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (2001). Synthesis Report Activities in 
the Domain of Women and Intangible Heritage: International editorial meeting and future activities in the 
domain. Retrieved 20 September 2020 from: https://ich.unesco.org/doc/src/00160-EN.pdf 

This UNESCO document outlines regional program feasibility studies and international 
best practices in the field of understanding the role and promotion of women in 
safeguarding intangible cultural heritage (ICH). This document encourages the 
documentation of knowledge and practices specific to women in regard to human 
freedom and dignity; reassessing the contribution of women in ICH transmission; 
sensitize research and development of programs and policies to be more inclusive to 
women in different cultural contexts 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (2003). Convention for the Safeguarding 
of Intangible Cultural Heritage. Retrieved 20 September 2020 from: 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000132540/PDF/132540eng.pdf.multi  

This UNESCO document is the culmination of over fifty years work of work on the topic of 
safeguarding ICH and it is the essential framework for all international programs and 
mechanisms that deal with this issue. Delegates should familiarize themselves with the 
core principles of the Convention and understand the unique roles that the ICH 
documentation lists play. This is an incredibly useful document as it is the backbone of all 
UN policy regarding ICH after 2006. Delegates should be familiar with the entirety of this 
convention as it will serve as the foundation for all their research. 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (2011). 1946-1981: First Steps. 
Retrieved 20 September 2020 from: https://ich.unesco.org/en/1946-1981-00308  

The following UNESCO resource provides an overview of the history of ICH safeguarding 
and provides a timeline from its original introduction to UNESCO to the Convention for 
the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage. This is a resource available on the 
UNESCO website and it reliably describes the process of ratifying the 2003 Convention 
from UNESCO’s perspective. This is a great resource for delegates to understand the 
history of ICH safeguarding, and it will help distinguish tangible and intangible cultural 
heritage. 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (2011). What is Intangible Cultural 
Heritage?. Retrieved 20 September 2020 from: https://ich.unesco.org/doc/src/01851-EN.pdf  

This document from UNESCO serves as the perfect introduction to the topic of ICH. This 
document promotes awareness of ICH and provides a detailed overview of the 
challenges it faces regarding safeguarding. This document is useful to understand 
UNESCO’s understanding and definition of ICH, as well as the methods being used to 
disperse information regarding ICH. Delegates who may are not familiar with ICH can use 
this document as a tool to help them understand the topic in a broad and general 
capacity. 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (2019). Browse the Lists of Intangible 
Cultural Heritage and the Register of Good Safeguarding Practices. Retrieved 20 September 2020 from: 
https://ich.unesco.org/en/lists  

The lists in this UNESCO resource are the product of the Convention for the 
Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage and they provide a comprehensive list of 
currently defined artifacts of ICH as well as the best practices for their safeguarding. The 
goal of this unbiased source is to provide a list that provides details about the currently 
documented artifacts of ICH. Delegates can use this resource to find concrete examples 
of ICH and can use it to find elements of ICH that are relevant to the countries they are 
representing. 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (2019). Projects for the Safeguarding of 
Intangible Cultural Heritage. Retrieved 20 September 2020 from: https://ich.unesco.org/en/project  
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The UNESCO projects database is an extensive compilation of all UNESCO projects that 
target the safeguarding of ICH. When filtered for specifically post-conflict projects, it 
provides a complete list of all documented UNESCO projects that have dealt with the 
issue of safeguarding ICH in post-conflict areas. This is a reliable resource as it is 
produced directly from UNESCO and is useful for understanding the scope of issues that 
UNESCO has addressed in the field of post-conflict safeguarding. This database helps 
illuminate the difference between post-conflict area safeguarding, safeguarding in 
disaster areas, and safeguarding in non-conflict areas. It will be useful for delegates as it 
will allow them to easily look up what their respective country has done to preserve ICH. 
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II. Promoting Open Access to Scientific Information and Research 

“Equality in access to science is not only a social and ethical requirement for human development, but 
also a necessity for realizing the full potential of scientific communities worldwide and for orienting 

scientific progress towards meeting the needs of humankind.”187  

Introduction  

One of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO) main goals is to 
build inclusive knowledge societies through the utilization of technology to make scientific knowledge 
more accessible, including through Open Access (OA).188 Inclusive knowledge societies allow people to 
“create, access, utilize and share information and knowledge” to ensure that individuals and communities 
can achieve their full potential and improve their quality of life.189 
 
Generally, OA is defined as freely accessible information that everyone can read and utilize for the future 
development of scientific knowledge without any costs of doing so and with proper credit to the original 
author.190 OA allows students, researchers, and the general public access to more information and 
research that, in turn, leads to greater innovation and the reduction of economic and social inequalities.191 
As of 2020, over 15,000 journals containing more than 5 million scholarly research articles from 133 
Member States were listed on the Directory of Open Access Journals.192 It is estimated that around 50% 
of the scholarly research is freely available online under some type of OA structure.193  
 
In the COVID-19 pandemic, questions are raised on how OA to scientific research and data for the public, 
policymakers, and researchers can lead to medical findings, effective policy measures, and increases in 
societies’ understanding of COVID-19.194 While COVID-19 potentially advances OA policies, many 
barriers to ensure that all scientific research is openly accessible remain.195 OA shifts the responsibility of 
publishing from publishers to authors who have to undertake efforts to deposit their scientific findings in 
OA repositories, publish in OA journals, and secure funds to cover financial costs of making their work 
openly accessible.196 The lack of a peer-review process for certain OA journals raises quality concerns.197 
Additionally, questions on how OA journals can operate without a traditional subscription-based model to 
access content raises financial feasibility concerns.198 UNESCO has been discussing many of these 
concerns with publishers, authors, and institutions.199 In addition, UNESCO has focused on standard 
setting and capacity building with Member States and institutions to help them develop their OA policies 
and to ensure that scientific information is readily available.200 At least 10 of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) set out in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015) require frequent scientific 
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input for which OA is critical, to accelerate scientific findings and ensure that policymakers and the public 
have access to them.201  

International and Regional Framework  

Article 27 of the Universal Declaration on Human Rights (1947) provides a historical underpinning to the 
notion of free access to scientific information.202 It outlines an enshrined right to “freely participate in the 
cultural life of the community (…) and share in scientific advancement and its benefits.”203 However, it 
also recognizes a right to the “protection of…material interests” related to the authorship of such 
information.204 Both rights were echoed in Article 15 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (1966), which also called upon Member States to undertake steps necessary for the 
“diffusion of science and culture.”205 The UNESCO Constitution (1945) specifically highlights its objective 
to assist in the dissemination of knowledge, as well as the “exchange of publications and (…) scientific 
interest” and initiate methods to enable people’s access to “published materials.”206  
 
The 1974 UNESCO Recommendation on the Status of Scientific Researchers outlines the role that 
science and scientific research can play in society as a whole.207 The resolution formally recognizes that 
open communication and sharing of scientific data, including results, hypotheses, and opinions, enhance 
scientific cooperation and thus lie at the core of the scientific process.208 This understanding was given 
further clarity in UNESCO’s Declaration on Science and the Use of Scientific Knowledge (1999), which 
formally called for the adoption of the principles of full and open access to scientific knowledge, albeit 
again with a recognition that intellectual property rights must be respected.209 In the lead-up to the first 
World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) in 2003, UNESCO defined the broader context for its 
OA activities in the Building Inclusive Knowledge Societies initiative.210 It describes access to information 
as fundamental for acquiring knowledge, empowering individuals and societies, and social and economic 
progress.211 WSIS adopted the Geneva Declaration of Principles and Geneva Plan of Action (2003) which 
define a “common vision” for a modern information society, wherein advances in technology and the 
removal of access barriers can allow for unparalleled access to information for all, including via the 
sharing of scientific research.212 
 
An understanding of how OA may be practically operationalized was primarily developed through a series 
of statements from private academic groups or conferences, most notably the Budapest Open Access 
Initiative (2002), the Bethesda Statement on Open Access Publishing (2003), and the Berlin Declaration 
on Open Access to Knowledge in the Science and Humanities (2003).213 Based on these inputs, 
UNESCO defines OA to be the free access of scholarly peer-reviewed research to the public to read, use, 
copy, distribute, and make use of the data and research in future work with proper credit to the original 
author.214  
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As a means to promote OA, UNESCO has formalized its operational strategy on OA, including the 
Strategy on UNESCO’s Contribution to the Promotion of Open Access to Scientific Information and 
Research (2011), which formally outlines the three ”core areas” of its work on the topic.215 Building on its 
1974 predecessor, UNESCO has also adopted an updated Recommendation on Science and Scientific 
Researchers (2017), which calls upon Member States, but also individual institutions and scientists, to 
promote open access to scientific research.216 These incremental developments have led UNESCO to 
recognize the lack of a universally accepted set of overarching norms and requirements of open 
science.217 According to UNESCO “[t]he idea behind Open Science is to allow scientific information, data 
and outputs to be more widely accessible (Open Access) and more reliably harnessed (Open Data) with 

the active engagement of all the stakeholders (Open to Society).”218 
 
In a broader context, the international community has recognized the importance of OA to scientific 
information for the achievement of the SDGs.219 For example, the positive effect of access to information 
on development is recognized through SDG 16 (peace, justice, and strong institutions), target 16.10, 
which calls upon Member States to enact constitutional or systemic guarantees for public access to 
information.220 Moreover, SDG 3 (good health and well-being) requires Member States to promote access 
to findings from medical journals that can inform policy and strategic decisions on the part of 
governments.221  

Role of the International System  

As the United Nations (UN) specialized agency for science, UNESCO maintains a unique responsibility in 
advocating for the accessibility and diffusion of scientific research.222 UNESCO has categorized its work 
on OA into three “core areas”: the provision of policy advice to decision-makers, capacity building support 
for organizations, and serving as a clearing-house on OA codes of practice and resources.223  
 
In its capacity of providing policy advice, flagship publications such as UNESCO’s Policy Guidelines for 
the Development and Promotion of Open Access (2012), and UNESCO’s report on Concepts of 
Openness and Open Access (2015), allow national policy-makers to better understand the opportunities 
and challenges of OA adoption and outline routes to OA publication for researchers.224 Similarly, 
UNESCO’s Global Open Access Portal (GOAP) is an online tool that provides an overview of the current 
global status of OA adoption, and best practices.225 However, the portal has not been updated since 
2016.226 Nevertheless, national examples of OA policies include the United States National Institutes of 
Health and National Science Foundation, the European Commission and the European Research 
Council, and Research Councils UK, who require that work produced by them or using their grant funding 
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is openly accessible.227 Internally, UNESCO has also mandated that all of its research publications must 
conform to OA standards.228  
 
In addition to its role in advising national governments, UNESCO developed partnerships with individual 
universities, publishers, libraries, and specialized non-governmental organizations to strengthen 
collaboration and build shared capacity.229 For this purpose, UNESCO co-initiated the Open Scholarship 
Initiative (OSI) in 2015, which consists of 250 institutions, 27 countries, and 18 stakeholder groups, as of 
2020.230 The OSI supports the establishment of OA repositories and the development of OA policies, 
practices, and technologies.231 Resulting from a series of conferences and discussion forums, the OSI 
developed its Plan A in 2020.232 Plan A offers concrete action plans to be adopted by policymakers in the 
upcoming five years for the promotion of open research, and serves as orientation for UNESCO’s 
Recommendation on Open Science.233  
 
Given the multi-sectoral nature of the topic, networks such as the WSIS Forum allow UNESCO to 
collaborate with other UN stakeholders involved with the ‘information society’, including the International 
Telecommunication Union (ITU), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), and the World 
Health Organization (WHO), alongside partners from the private sector.234 The 2020 WSIS Forum 
highlighted the potential of OA as an effective tool against the COVID-19 pandemic.235 During WSIS’ 
session in 2019, coordinators of six international publication platforms formed the Global Alliance of Open 
Access Scholarly Communication Platform (GLOALL), designed to “democratize scientific knowledge” 
through technology transfer, and shared methodologies and advocacy.236 The collaborative approach to 
promote OA allows for greater awareness-raising through the pooling of resources.237 An example of such 
is the International Day for Universal Access to Information adopted by the UNESCO General Conference 
in 2015 through resolution 38C/57 and endorsed by UN General Assembly resolution 74/5 in 2019.238  
 
Currently, UNESCO is in the process of drafting a universal recommendation on Open Science for 
consideration by the 41st General Conference (2021).239 This standard-setting document discusses the 
impact of Open Science, and thus Open Access, on scientific practices and society, particularly in 
developing countries, and its contribution to achieving the SDGs.240 Furthermore, it would introduce 
monitoring mechanisms on the implementation of the Recommendation by Member States and 
UNESCO.241 UNESCO recognizes the legal protection of scientific information to be a precondition for 
sharing such information.242 To ensure the protection of intellectual property in Open Science, the 
Recommendation aims to address disparities between Member States in the legal protection of scientific 
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findings.243 Lastly, it will address the academic global divide, meaning that developed countries produce 
and profit more from scientific findings than developing countries.244 Although UNESCO provides clear 
information on what the Recommendation on Open Science should entail, concrete solutions on how to 
address them still need to be identified.245 

Capacity Building  

One of UNESCO’s main functions in promoting open access to science and research is through capacity 
building.246 The UN defines capacity building as developing and strengthening skills, processes, and 
resources that organizations need.247 UNESCO’s capacity building activities include working with 
organizations, including governments, academic institutions, and publishers to strengthen and develop 
their OA policies, develop training curriculums to train people on OA, and support OA repositories.248  
 
As a prerequisite for capacity building and to ensure a common understanding of OA, UNESCO 
addresses in its report Concepts of Openness and Open Access (2015) the existing subtypes and 
understandings of OA.249 Four different understandings of OA exist: Green OA, Gold OA, Libre OA, and 
Gratis OA.250 Whereas Green OA and Gold OA are mostly focused on the mode of publication, Gratis and 
Free OA are more oriented towards extension of rights to users of certain publication.251  
 
Green OA describes that the researcher deposits the article in a repository.252 A repository is an online 
archive for scholarly articles and data which is freely accessible to the public.253 By depositing the article 
in a repository, the researcher may still publish it in a subscription journal, but ensures that the article is 
openly accessible.254 However, often a retention period exists, in which the article is exclusively available 
in subscription journals.255 In a subscription model, the consumer pays to read and reuse the findings of 
the research.256 Due to the retention period, Green OA published information is time-delayed as the 
researcher may only deposit the article in an online repository after the period has expired.257  
Gold OA describes that the researcher publishes directly in OA journals or subscription journals through a 
payment by the author.258 To ensure the financial feasibility of OA journals and to cover for costs of 
maintaining the digital infrastructure and ensuring a peer-review process, OA journals levy “article 
processing charges” (APC) which are paid by the researchers.259 However, authors and researchers often 
challenge this approach, citing concerns over the fairness of being obliged to pay to get their valuable 
research disseminated.260 Furthermore, especially researchers from developing countries with smaller 
budgets find it difficult to pay the APCs, leading to unequal publishing access.261  
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Libre OA describes that the public and researchers may read and reuse the article for any legal purposes, 
including for commercial means, with proper credit given to the original author.262 Scientists may use 
scientific discoveries for their own research, which accelerates scientific findings.263 Additionally, the 
public has greater access to scientific information, which promotes social and economic progress, 
through increased transparency and decreased spread of misinformation.264 Gratis OA describes that the 
public and researchers may only read, but not re-use the data and information for commercial 
purposes.265 While it limits the accelerating effect of OA on scientific findings, it allows for greater 
protection of intellectual property.266 Without intellectual property rights, there are no financial incentives 
for innovation, as businesses could copy innovative solutions of competitors, without carrying the costs of 
achieving these innovations.267 The struggle of libre versus gratis OA shows the need to ensure the 
intellectual property rights of researchers, while simultaneously realizing the benefits of OA for scientific 
and societal progress.268 
 
To support repositories as a means to bolster Green OA, UNESCO, amongst others, initiated The 
Directory of Open Access Scholarly Resources (ROAD).269 ROAD aims at providing a single access point 
to OA content globally.270 It compiles repositories to allow for greater access to scientific articles to 
promote scientific collaboration.271 Its interface was updated in 2020 to provide adequate tools to search 
for articles on specific topics.272 The repositories on which directories like ROAD rely can have several 
challenges that make searching for articles difficult, including failures with the servers that host them.273 
Therefore, adequate infrastructure to make OA articles easily accessible through intuitive searches and 
reliable servers is important to improving access.274 Furthermore, articles might not have undergone a 
peer-review process and repositories are not available for certain disciplines, especially in the field of 
social sciences.275 To increase the availability of repositories, UNESCO encourages Member States to 
conform to the Open Archives Initiative, which is a protocol on how to properly index the information of 
scholarly articles so that they can be easily found using search engines.276 
 
UNESCO supports national and regional governments, as well as specific organizations, to enhance their 
understanding of OA and to develop OA policies that align with international standards.277 This may be 
through the development of policy dialogue mechanisms, the diffusion of OA research, the provision of 
technical advice, and the development of advocacy campaigns or initiatives.278 Moreover, capacity 
building is needed in other areas, such as increasing the proportion of the population that has access to 
the internet, known as internet penetration.279 OA relies heavily on online distribution, however the global 
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internet penetration is only 54%.280 Improving access to the internet is an important capacity building 
target for UNESCO to implement OA globally.281 

COVID-19 Response 

The UN response to COVID-19 consist of a strategic response plan, describing measures to contain 
SARS-CoV-2, and a socio-economic response plan, presenting measures to mitigate the effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.282 UNESCO’s response to COVID-19 in relation to OA and the promotion thereof, 
has been focused on Open Education Resources by informing the public on distance learning solutions 
and OA national learning platforms.283 By doing so, it addresses the issue of school closings which, at 
times, affected 90% of the total enrolled learners.284 
 
However, most of UNESCO’s COVID-19 response related to the promotion of OA is aimed at greater 
scientific cooperation, sharing of effective SARS-CoV-2 containing policy measures, and provision of 
COVID-19 information to the public.285 OA allows for fast access to scientific research, which accelerates 
medical findings and thus allows for evidence-based and effective policy and treatment measures.286 To 
promote OA, many institutional and private stakeholders of intellectual property joined the Open COVID 
Pledge, a commitment to share scientific knowledge on the COVID-19 pandemic and the SARS-CoV-2 
virus.287 However, less than a third of articles on COVID-19 are openly accessible.288 Additionally, with 
many publishers of subscription journals only granting OA to their articles on COVID-19 temporarily, the 
access to important scientific findings is about to expire.289 According to the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD), this calls for long-term solutions for issues with the financial 
feasibility of OA to allow for interdisciplinary research and a full understanding of the COVID-19 
pandemic.290 In a meeting on COVID-19, UNESCO called on Member States to adopt Open Science 
principles in their national research programs.291 Moreover, 122 Member States reiterated their call for a 
Recommendation on Open Science.292 The outcome of the meeting highlights that the COVID-19 
pandemic has emphasized the importance of OA, showing its necessity for sharing knowledge and multi-
disciplinarity.293 Lastly, the Global Science Portal by the International Science Council provides 
information on scientific communities’ emerging responses to COVID-19.294 It shows that OA principles 
are already an integral part of the global response to the COVID-19 pandemic.295  
 
Furthermore, UNESCO co-initiated the COVID-19 Universal Research Gateway (CURE), which serves as 
a best practice for providing access to journals, datasets, and repositories regarding the COVID-19 
pandemic to facilitate knowledge exchange.296 The datasets accessible via CURE are primarily used in a 
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libre manner, while the access to articles is gratis-based.297 This means that the datasets, but not the 
entire article or its conclusions, may be re-used by researchers or platforms providing up-to-date 
information on the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus, such as the John Hopkins University COVID-19 
Dashboard or the WHO Coronavirus Disease Dashboard.298 UNESCO provides, with its Corona Virus 
Media Watch, a similar platform on which it lists COVID-19 case numbers, mortalities, and recoveries.299 
In addition, and contrary to the others, it also provides COVID-19 related news reports from Member 
States.300 This enables the public to inform themselves about the COVID-19 pandemic in other Member 
States and allows for greater comparability of Member States’ COVID-19 responses.301 However, at 
times, the platform is not accessible, indicating a lack of adequate digital infrastructure.302 Moreover, the 
journals listed on CURE are also accessible via WHO’s Global Research Database, which provides OA to 
over 80,000 scholarly articles on COVID-19 related issues.303 In contrast to CURE, WHO’s Global 
Research Database provides a search toolbar to find articles on specific issues related to COVID-19 
more intuitively.304 To prevent the doubling of content and inefficient use of resources, further coordination 
between initiatives is needed.305  

Conclusion  

OA accelerates scientific findings and innovation by promoting the sharing of knowledge, enabling fast 
access to scientific information, and allowing for greater interdisciplinary research.306 The UN, Member 
States, the private sector, and other institutional stakeholders have realized this and promote OA 
solutions needed to overcome the COVID-19 pandemic and to prevent further disruption to the SDG 
progress.307 The response to the COVID-19 pandemic offers best practices on providing OA to relevant 
information on COVID-19 and on allowing for the pooling of COVID-19 related research.308 This has 
temporarily pushed OA policies, e.g. through the temporary open access to COVID-19 related articles in 
subscription journals.309 Simultaneously, the response also highlights the challenges that remain for 
adopting OA policies.310 Intellectual property needs to be legally protected in Open Science in a manner it 
still allows for the sharing of scientific findings to promote scientific progress.311 Individuals must have 
access to the internet to benefit from UNESCO’s push for digital learning solutions to counter school 
closings.312 ]UNESCO’s role in providing OA policy advice, supporting OA capacity building, and serving 
as a standard-setter is important for overcoming the challenges of adopting OA policies and promoting 
OA to scientific research and information. 313 
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Further Research 

In their own research on Promoting Open Access to Scientific Information and Research, delegates 
should consider the following: What are potentially other barriers to adopting OA policies not discussed in 
this guide? What other challenges towards OA need to be overcome in the face of COVID-19? How can 
UNESCO facilitate discussion and work to finding actionable solutions to the barriers discussed above 
and other challenges facing full OA adoption? What is UNESCO’s role in promoting OA in the COVID-19 
pandemic? How can UNESCO fulfill its role as a standard-setter for OA to encourage equitable access to 
scientific information? What partnerships or collaborations within the UN System and International 
Community would be beneficial to achieving UNESCO’s goals on promoting OA? 
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the work that UNESCO is currently undertaking on OA will enable Delegates to propose 
solutions to the challenges of adopting OA that meet UNESCO’s objectives and the 
objectives of Sustainable Development. 
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III. Harnessing Emerging Technologies for the Achievement of SDG 4 

“As the world faces unsustainable levels of inequality, we need education – the great equalizer – more 
than ever. We must take bold steps now, to create inclusive, resilient, quality education systems fit for the 

future.”314 

Introduction  

At the 70th Session of the United Nations (UN) General Assembly in September 2015, Member States 
adopted resolution 70/1 “Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development,” 
creating the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).315 While SDG 4 focuses solely on education, 
education related targets are featured across seven of the 17 goals.316 The purpose of SDG 4 is to 
“ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promoting lifelong learning opportunities for all.”317   
 
While there is no universally agreed upon definition of ‘emerging technologies’ by the UN, the Secretary-
General’s Strategy on New Technologies, which was adopted in 2018, states that artificial intelligence 
(AI), biotechnology, material sciences, and robotics have the potential to enhance the lives of many.318 
The five attributes that emerging technologies have in common include: “radical novelty, fast growth, 
coherence, prominent impact, and uncertainty and ambiguity.”319 AI is generally understood as a 
reproduction of human intelligence or behavior demonstrated by machines.320 In practice, these are 
controlled by a computer program (software).321 Due to this difference it is difficult to create a working 
definition of AI but a number of technologies are understood to be included.322  
 
As the world has come to terms with educational disruptions stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic, 
many education systems have endeavored to utilize emerging technologies to facilitate “distance 
learning,” or alternative methods for schooling remotely on a synchronous (live, simultaneous instruction) 
or asynchronous (not live, lessons viewable at a later time) basis.323 For those without consistent access 
to technological means for continuing their education, the disruption has exacerbated already-high levels 
of educational disparity, school dropout rates, and overall learning retention challenges due to gender-
based and wealth-based factors.324 However, the concept of Universal Design for Learning (UDL), as 
defined by the United Nations Educations, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), could be 
applied to the design of products, programs, and education services to ensure more online and remote 
learning solutions are “usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for 
adaptation or specialized design.”325 Additionally, open educational resources (OER) are educational 
resources that are openly available for use by teachers and students alike.326 Coupled with the growing 
ownership of mobile devices globally, OER offer teachers and students a more flexible approach to 
learning by enabling anytime, anywhere learning as well as bridging formal and informal learning.327  
 
 

 

314 UN DGC, Launch of the Policy Brief: Education During COVID-19 and Beyond, Speech by UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres, 2020. 
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316 Ibid. 
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320 UN OICT, Emerging Technologies Whitepaper Series: Artificial Intelligence, 2018. 
321 Ibid. 
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International and Regional Framework  

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) was adopted by the UN General Assembly on 10 
December 1948.328 Article 26 of the UDHR states that every person has a right to education and that 
technological education should be available to all.329 Building upon the UDHR, UNESCO’s 1960 
Convention against Discrimination in Education laid the foundation for the right to education based on 
principles of freedom and non-discrimination of any kind.330 This treaty established the necessities for the 
creation of legal and policy frameworks that ensure not only access to quality education but also make 
the same opportunities accessible to all students regardless of their age.331 
 
With the adoption of the Millennium Goals and then the SDGs, the international community formally 
reaffirmed the importance of “ensuring inclusive and equitable quality education and promoting lifelong 
learning opportunities for all," specifically through SDG 4.332 In addition, target 4.4 measures technical 
and vocational skills of youth and adults, and the age of people with skills in information and 
communications technology (ICT).333 To advance progress towards SDG 4, the global education 
community adopted the Education 2030 Framework for Action in November 2015.334 Education 2030 is 
UNESCO’s overarching framework for education and provides a roadmap that outlines implementation 
strategies on issues ranging from teachers and finance, to monitoring indicators and coordination 
mechanisms.335  
 
The Qingdao Declaration of 2015 provides Member States with policy recommendations on the 
implementation of ICT in educational settings.336 The importance of ICT in education, and specifically for 
teacher training, was asserted at the 2015 World Education Forum, which declared that “ICT must be 
harnessed to strengthen education systems, knowledge dissemination, information access, quality and 
effective learning, and more effective service provision.”337 The Qingdao Declaration elaborates on the 
importance of the professional development of teachers and builds upon the Qingdao Statement, which 
strengthens the role of UNESCO in the implementation of ICT in education by creating an International 
Network on ICT for Education 2030 (INIE 2030).338 UNESCO also adopted its Recommendation on Open 
Educational Resources (OER) in November 2019, a first-of-its kind document that sets international 
standards for inclusive, equitable, and sustainable OER resource and policy development.339  
 
Building on the foundational principles of the Qingdao Declaration, UNESCO adopted the first 
international consensus on how best to harness the developing technologies of AI in the educational 
sector.340 The Beijing Consensus on Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Education (2019) acknowledges the 
potential that AI has in significantly improving data assessment for learning assessment, the ability for 
education to be tailored to individual needs, and how it may impact education management.341 The 
Beijing Consensus calls for the Director-General of UNESCO to establish an ‘AI for Education’ platform 
and to expand its cooperation with relevant partners in the field.342 
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329 Ibid. 
330 UNESCO, Convention Against Discrimination in Education, 1960. 
331 Ibid. 
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333 Ibid., p. 30. 
334 Ibid., p. 7. 
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Role of the International System  

The 2015 Incheon Declaration directs UNESCO to lead and coordinate actions towards achieving SDG 
4.343 It states specifically that UNESCO should utilize ICT to increase literacy and to support numeracy 
programs.344 UNESCO aims to fulfill its mandated role at global and regional levels through: (1) the 
coordination of global and regional partnerships; (2) policy research and capacity development, and (3) 
monitoring, review and reporting.345 At the global level, UNESCO convenes the SDG-Education 2030 
Steering Committee, which is the main multi-stakeholder coordination and consultation mechanism for the 
achievement of SDG 4.346 UNESCO has also been actively supporting Member States at the country-
level, which includes targeted interventions such as the Capacity Development for Education (CapED) 
Programme.347  
 
UNESCO has led the development of OER since the 2002 UNESCO Forum on the Impact of Open 
Courseware for Higher Education in Developing Countries.348 The 1st World OER Congress, in 2012, 
resulted in the adoption of the Paris OER Declaration.349 This declaration encourages governments to 
openly license educational materials that are publicly funded.350 The second congress took place in 
Ljubljana, Slovenia in 2017.351 Both conferences came to the conclusion that in order for OER to support 
the achievement of SDG 4, it needs to be integrated into educational policies and curriculums from early 
childhood to post-secondary, higher education, as well as lifelong learning.352 Building on this expertise 
and acting in response to the worldwide outbreak of COVID-19, UNESCO launched the Global Education 
Coalition. This public-private partnership brings together international organizations, civil society actors, 
and private sector partners to coordinate equitable solutions for internet and connectivity concerns and 
scale up best practices and national resources for distance learning.353  
 
The High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF) reviewed SDG 4 for the first time in 
2019, led in part by UNESCO.354 The UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) and the Global Education 
Monitoring Report, hosted a side event and launched a companion report titled Meeting commitments: 
Are countries on track to achieve SDG 4?, which measured ICT implementation in education and global 
levels of youth and adults with ICT skills, among other aspects of SDG targets.355  
 
UNESCO developed the ICT Competency Framework for Teachers (ICT CFT) as a tool to guide ongoing 
formal and informal technical support for educators.356 The ICT CFT is intended to be adapted to national 
and institutional goals by providing an up-to-date framework for policy development and capacity 
building.357 In this context, it is essential that teachers have the competencies to integrate ICT in their 
professional practice to ensure the equity and quality of learning.358  
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UNESCO is also responsible for convening a variety of conferences and discussion platforms that allow 
for the exchange of best practices in relation to how ICT can impact education.359 INIE 2030 convenes 
governmental agencies responsible for ICT in education, non-state agencies, regional and global partner 
organizations, and academic experts, including UNESCO Chairs.360 It is intended to implement projects 
that leverage ICT to achieve Education 2030 by coordinating the following: the development and 
monitoring of national ICT in education policies and master plans, promoting scalable future e-School 
models, and fostering digital innovations for Education 2030.361 Conferences such as the International 
Conference on Artificial Intelligence and Education also serve as fora for partners to discuss strategies for 
overcoming challenges around the integration of AI in education and ways policies may be adopted to 
incorporate AI use in educational curricula.362  
 
Several regional bodies, such as the European Union (EU) and African Union (AU), have made 
considerable strides towards achieving SDG 4.363 The EU published its Digital Education Action Plan 
(2018-2020) that aims to establish consistent use of and access to digitally-integrated education tools, 
develop digital competencies and skills among youth and teachers, and incorporate data analysis and 
foresight into education system strategic planning.364 As the 2018 Action Plan will be implemented by 
November 2020, ongoing public consultation procedures are underway to gather public input for the next 
phase of the Digital Education Action Plan based on experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
prospective integrations for digital tools in educational contexts moving forward.365 The AU also set forth 
the Science, Technology, and Innovation Strategy for Africa 2024 (STIA), which includes the key goals of 
infrastructure development (including ICT for education), improved technical competencies (expanding 
tech education access at secondary and tertiary levels throughout the continent), scaling up innovation 
and entrepreneurship, and providing an enabling environment that prizes a culture of research and 
innovation with legal and regulatory systems that actively promote equal access to tech resources.366  

Harnessing Technology for Education 

The UN estimates that COVID-19 related closures of schools and centers for learning disrupted 94% of 
the global student population, and up to 99% in low income countries.367 This “largest education 
disruption in history” has had a significant impact on many different kinds of learners at institutions 
including primary and secondary schools, technical and vocational education and training (TVET) 
institutions, universities, and skills development establishments.368 By necessitating cancellation of in-
person programming, the pandemic has had a disproportionate impact for those who are more likely to 
lack economic resources to purchase technology necessary for remote learning, such as learners in low-
income countries, refugee camps, persons with disabilities, girls, and forcibly displaced persons.369 
Alongside this, these groups are also among the most likely to have inconsistent electricity or internet 
infrastructure as well as poor digital skills to keep up with an online learning environment.370 
 
Despite the challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic, improved access to low or no-cost digital resources 
has become more readily available in recent years.371 Cheaper mobile devices are becoming more readily 
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available throughout the world and enable access to educational materials in areas with poorly developed 
infrastructure in both rural and urban contexts.372 To respond to social distancing restrictions, many 
education institutions have turned to digital learning.373 This will build future capacity for adapting learning 
methods that can be more flexible to intersectional needs of learners who have families, work full-time 
jobs, and other circumstances that would prohibit traditional classroom attendance.374 To finance digital 
education, countries such as Senegal have turned to public-private partnerships facilitated by UNESCO’s 
Global Education Coalition to improve access to technology and adapt teacher training approaches to 
consider education methods for students in low bandwidth situations.375  
 
Increased internet connectivity can lead to increased access to OER libraries of cost-free resources. The 
license-free nature of OER materials also allows educators to adapt and repurpose the content of existing 
educational resources, meaning educators can localize the material to make educational resources 
relevant to a student or institution’s context and culture.376 Several obstacles inhibit the growth of OER, 
such as the collaboration of copyright holders and the opposition of publishers.377 Furthermore, whilst 
OER has been cited as being able to reduce costs for teachers or institutions, the debate over initial 
funding of the ICT infrastructure required does remain an obstacle.378 Funding for the infrastructure 
required to host OER may be allocated by national governments or shared across a consortium of 
educational institutions that then distribute them more widely.379 

The role of Artificial Intelligence in achieving SDG4 

 
In education, new teaching and learning solutions that utilize AI are now being tested in different 
contexts.380  Machine Learning is one of the most promising and active fields in artificial intelligence.381 
The idea behind machine learning is to engineer a machine to be able to learn by itself rather than 
describing to the machine how to perform a task.382 Currently, we have passed the stage in which we can 
process the amount of data collected from computer systems or from monitoring human activity 
manually.383 Since data is increasing exponentially, it is very unlikely for humans to process this data and 
draw conclusions from it without the help of machine learning.384 These technologies can be used to 
ensure equitable and inclusive access to education.385 Implementation of AI technology can provide 
marginalized people and communities access to appropriate learning opportunities.386 
 
The opportunities in which AI could revolutionize the way we learn is found in situations where learners 
are not physically in the same location.387 Computer-supported collaborative learning provides students 
choices insofar as when and where they want to study, for example online discussion groups.388 Based 
on AI techniques such as machine learning and shallow text processing, AI systems can be used to 
monitor online discussion groups.389 This provides teachers with information about learner’s discussions 
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and support for guiding students engagement and learning.390 By providing teachers a way to access and 
process the information gathered in the course of teaching these online classes, the educational quality 
will increase, since teachers are able to better understand the student’s needs.391 AI can also provide 
people with disabilities or refugees appropriate learning opportunities through the use of online 
technologies.392 However, since AI requires large amounts of data to function, transparency in data 
collection, use, and dissemination will have to be discussed.393 Therefore, developing reliable and 
inclusive data systems are important, yet many countries struggle in basic but critical educational data.394  

Conclusion  

The rapid development of emerging technologies, including low-cost mobile access, the distribution of 
digital materials and the development of AI present the opportunity to circumvent existing barriers to 
education, including cost, physical location, and localization.395 With this growing momentum, UNESCO is 
well positioned to influence how effectively and quickly ICT and other emerging technologies are utilized 
to benefit educational systems in both developing and more developed countries.396 The COVID-19 
pandemic has brought the global digital divide to the forefront of international education and efforts to 
achieve SDG 4, particularly for learners in vulnerable contexts.397 While many mobile learning devices 
themselves are becoming more readily available, they remain financially-challenging to obtain in many 
developing world contexts.398 Continuous internet access is still limited for many people, and digital skills 
for both learners and teachers remain limited.399 While obstacles around infrastructure costs and 
coordinated policymaking remain, developing technologies may be able to significantly contribute to the 
achievement of SDG 4.400 

Further Research 

In their further research, delegates could explore the following questions: What are challenges in the field 
of sustainability and scale of emerging technologies? Are emerging technologies economically feasible? If 
so, how can programs be funded? Does the infrastructure to implement educational programs based on 
emerging technologies exist? How do national governments or educational ministries ensure that 
technology is integrated into curriculums in a coordinated and effective manner? 
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summary of the Qingdao Declaration and The International Conference on ICT and Post-
2015 Education. Delegates should familiarize themselves with the Quingdao Declaration 
and its objectives since it serves as a cornerstone document.  

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (2016). Education 2030: Incheon 
Declaration and Framework for Action for the implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 4. 
Retrieved 20 September 2020 from: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245656 

Education 2030 is UNESCO’s overarching educational framework to achieve SDG 4 and 
all of its educational objectives. Before delegates discuss the implementation of any 
technologies, they need to familiarize themselves with the indicators and targets of SDG 
4 and the broader Education 2030 framework. Indicator 4.4.1 is especially important 
since it measures the proportion of youth/adults with information and communications 
technology (ICT) skills. During their research delegates can find out about their countries 
ICT penetration rate by looking at this indicator. 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (2018). SDG 4 Data Digest: Data to 
Nurture Learning. Retrieved 20 September 2020 from: 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000366287?posInSet=1&queryId=820f5ad3-7b67-40d4-acac-
f99cea9ec0e7 

This document is an overview on how countries report data whilst also providing 
examples on how data can be used to promote learning. As previously mentioned, AI 
needs vast amounts of data to operate efficiently. Delegates can use this report to get an 
understanding on how UNESCO and the UN processes data. Since methods of acquiring 
data are becoming more and more refined, delegates should also know the challenges of 
handling large quantities of data as well as their ethical implications.  

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (2018). UNESCO ICT Competency 
Framework for Teachers. Retrieved 20 September 2020 from: 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000265721?posInSet=1&queryId=ea369286-932f-45bd-9478-
74c843262114 

Having qualified teachers is paramount to the success of SDG 4. This document aides 
delegates in understanding ICT in education as well as the role of: Curriculum, pedagogy, 
application of digital skills, organization and administration as well as teacher 
professional learning. It is also a good starting point to learn about OER and other 
emerging technologies that teachers can use to better educate their students. 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (2019). Beijing Consensus on Artificial 
Intelligence and Education. Retrieved 20 September 2020 from: 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000368303?posInSet=1&queryId=3cf28f46-b3d7-459f-84be-
34dcd3c594a1 

This is a key document about the role of AI in Education. Since AI will be playing an 
important role in the future, delegates should familiarize themselves with the topic. The 
Consensus affirms that the deployment of AI technologies in education should be 
purposed to enhance human capacities and to protect human rights for effective human-
machine collaboration in life, learning and work, and for sustainable development. It also 
states that the systematic integration of AI in education has the potential to address some 
of the biggest challenges in education today, innovate teaching and learning practices, 
and ultimately accelerate the progress towards SDG 4. 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (2020). Global Education Coalition. 
Retrieved 20 August 2020 from: https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse/globalcoalition 

UNESCO founded the Global Education Coalition as an agile multi-stakeholder 
coordination mechanism to support the global shift to distance learning during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and increase global capacity to deliver remote learning in equitable 
and universal ways. Delegates will find helpful information and case studies of programs, 
partnerships, and strategies created due to this collaboration between UNESCO, private 
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partners, civil society actors, and governments to support learners, teachers, and the 
entire global education ecosystem during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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