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                                                          Official Welcome 
 
Dear Delegates, 
 
The staff of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) would like to welcome you to the 2009 National 
Model United Nations-DC Conference.  This year's UNEP staff members are Director Rachel Johnson and Assistant 
Director Kristiana Moore.  Throughout the year, the executive staff of the United Nations Environment Programme 
has been committed to creating a background guide that will help stimulate and foster discussion during the 
conference.  We hope that it will be of significant use and that you will be able to use it as a catalyst and launching 
pad when starting to research your countries and topics.   
 
The topics before the UNEP this year include promoting environmental governance in developing nations, the 
impact of climate change on humanitarian efforts, and water in a changing world: the need for urgent action.  All 
three topics are of great interest to the global community.  Environmental issues are not confined to specific regions 
of the world; rather, issues affecting the planet transcend borders between nations and truly affect us all.  Global 
concerns require global responses.  Please consider this when beginning your research and when representing your 
Member State at the Conference.  Good luck in the coming weeks as you prepare for National Model United 
Nations.  We look forward to meeting all of you and working with you at the conference.   
 

History of the United Nations Environment Programme 
 

The United Nations Environment Programme is the primary environmental agency within the United Nations (UN) 
System.  Its mission is to provide leadership and encourage partnerships to protect the environment by inspiring, 
informing, and enabling Member States and peoples to improve their quality of life without compromising that of 
the future generations.  The objective of the UNEP is to develop environmental policy by monitoring the global 
environment and bringing emerging environmental issues to the attention of Member States and the international 
community.  The mandate and key objectives of the UNEP were outlined in General Assembly resolution 2997 
(XXVII) on December 15, 1972, as well as through subsequent amendments, including those codified at the United 
Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in 1992, also known as the Earth Summit, the 
Nairobi Declaration on the Role and Mandate of the UNEP in 1997, and the Malmo Ministerial Declaration of May 
31, 2000.  The UNEP promotes and calls for the concerted efforts of Member States to adopt environmentally 
sustainable policies.  Agenda 21 of the Earth Summit designated the UNEP as the primary UN body concerning the 
environment.  The UNEP focuses on: climate change, disasters and conflicts, ecosystem management, 
environmental governance, harmful substances, resource efficiency, and environmental law.  

 
I. Promoting Environmental Governance in Developing Nations 

 
• How can environmental governance be promoted in developing nations?  What dilemmas do 

developing nations face regarding environmental governance and how can these issues be 
resolved?  Do programs promoting environmental sustainability serve as an effective aid or as a 
hindrance to developing nations? 

 
Clean air, fresh water, and fertile soils are vital to the health and well-being of all peoples.  These resources prove to 
be especially significant to citizens in developing nations who must rely on them for their livelihoods.  The majority 
of poor in the world’s Least Developed Countries (LDCs) draw much of their income from forests, pastures, 
fisheries, or farming.  Deforestation, water contamination, and other environmental concerns can stunt the growth of 
LDCs, as they work to eradicate poverty and develop stable economies.  Promoting environmental sustainability in 
LDCs is crucial.  In fact, one can argue that environmental sustainability is essential in the achievement of the UN 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), especially regarding the reduction of extreme poverty and hunger.  While 
the need to protect the environment is not disputed, the task of enforcing sustainable methods can often prove to be 
quite difficult.  For example, “high-value” resources (such as hydrocarbons, minerals, metals, stones, and export 
timber) have the capacity to create potentially exploitive scenarios in LDCs, which can have damaging effects on the 
environment. Rapid depletion of wild life, rises in energy consumption, the lack of effective solid and toxic waste 
management-the list can go and on. Indeed, the sheer magnitude of detrimental problems affecting the environment 



is staggering. 
 
In an effort to combat the myriad of environmental issues the world is facing, the UNEP has issued several reports 
and created many programs to promote environmentally sustainable methods for Member States on the path towards 
development.  The concept of “sustainability” was first defined during the World Commission on Environment and 
Development in 1987 and further discussed in the ensuing report Our Common Future.  The UNEP, the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Bank all responded to this commission by emphasizing that all 
development projects must help sustain rather than harm the environment.  Attempting to address issues relating to 
development and environmental sustainability, the UNEP, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
and several other organizations collaborated to create the Poverty Environment Initiative (PEI).  The PEI offers 
region-specific recommendations and technical assistance to encourage environmental sustainability.  The UNEP is 
also active is supporting the goals of the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (UNDESD) and co-
sponsored the International Conference on Environmental Education (ICEE) alongside the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).   
 
Another major facet of the UNEP is the promotion of international environmental law and Multilateral 
Environmental Agreements (MEAs).  MEAs require countries to engage in reporting, training, public education, and 
other activities addressing concerns regarding atmosphere, biodiversity, chemicals and wastes, land and oceans, 
seas, and water.  Established in 1982, the Montevideo Programme for the Development and Periodic Review of 
Environmental Law provided a long-term framework for the UNEP’s approach to and implementation of 
environmental law and MEAs.  The current program (Montevideo III) addresses financing actions to resolve 
environmental issues and the link between environmental degradation and poverty in developing nations.  To raise 
awareness and understanding of environmental law in LDCs, the UNEP has authored several manuals and continues 
to sponsor government officials, judges, university professors, and students to attend conferences and training 
sessions.  The UNEP manuals aim to clarify and provide input on how to implement MEAs for non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) and LDCs.   
 
While much has been done to increase awareness of the issues we are facing, the reality is that there has been 
limited integration of environmental concerns into development decision-making.  Yet, environmental degradation 
continues to threaten all aspects of human well-being.  The programs and the numerous guides and reports written 
and created by the UNEP raise several questions.  Is enough progress being made?  How effective are the current 
programs in place?  How can environmental law and precedents established by developed nations be adapted to the 
needs of LDCs?  Does the UNEP require augmented jurisdiction to enforce appropriate levels of environmental 
governance? 
 

II. The Impact of Climate Change on Humanitarian Efforts 
 

• How can the UNEP curb the impacts and effects of climate change on humanitarian efforts?  Who 
are the most vulnerable to these effects and how can the UNEP help them in the most effective 
manner? 

As we have seen in recent years, climate change has a negative impact on the environment, evidenced by the 
increasing number of natural disasters throughout the world.  In the coming decades, climate change is expected to 
significantly amplify the potential impact of natural disasters.  Increased frequency and intensity of these disasters 
will likely create greater vulnerability in various regions of the world.  Storms and floods are increasing in 
frequency, and long-lasting droughts can prevent communities from being able to have the capacity to prepare, 
respond, and rebuild after multiple cycles of these disasters caused by climate change.  Other effects and impacts of 
climate change that will lead to the increased vulnerability of natural disasters include: public health capacities, 
disruptions in ecosystems, food security, and migration.  
 
The people that are most vulnerable are those currently living in abject poverty, as their access to resources is 
already limited.  People living in “disaster hotspots” – areas prone to flooding and in cyclone tracks – are exposed to 
repeated climatic shocks.  The threat of extreme weather events in the future and the ensuing demand for disaster 
response can only rise, along with its costs.  Many of the Member States that are already in need of humanitarian aid 
will face even greater risks due to the impacts of climate change.   



 
The UNEP has developed three areas of policy in regards to disaster relief in the hopes of reducing the impact of 
disasters and conflicts.  The implementation of its policies on disaster risk reduction, climate change, and 
environmentally-induced migration cannot be successful without the support and political will of Member States. 
The UNEP works to prevent and combat future environmental threats by utilizing early risk assessments, in which 
the Division of Early Warning and Assessment facilitates access to relevant environmental data for decision-making 
through monitoring, analysis and reports on environmental trends. The UNEP has been instrumental in providing 
support to Member States after disasters have occurred; after the May 12, 2008 earthquake in China, the UNEP 
provided technical support and training to help officials with the aftermath.  The agency’s climate change policies 
include: (1) the mitigation of climate change, which deals in particular the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), 
(2) consideration of adaptation by all parties involved in the new climate change protocol negotiations, (3) the 
sharing of technology, and (4) consideration for a new financial plan in order to implement the new protocol 
successfully.  
 
In March of 2009 the UNEP released a report, “From Conflict to Peacebuilding: The Role of Natural Resources and 
the Environment,” which explains how environmental factors play a pivotal role during all the stages of the conflict 
spectrum – from the outbreak of conflicts to the collapse of peace and the return of violence.  The conflicts that 
occur throughout the international community can be traced back to the depletion or degradation of natural 
resources.  Exploitation of natural resources has played substantial roles in financing and sustaining conflicts in 
Sierra Leone, Liberia, Angola and Cambodia.  Environmental degradation plays a significant role in the ongoing 
conflict in Darfur, where water scarcity and the steady loss of fertile land have been and continue to be important 
underlying factors.   Both the depletion and degradation of the environment can be associated with climate change, 
in which these realities are the consequences of the ever-changing climate of the earth.  How can the UNEP 
minimize these impacts on vulnerable populations?  Should the UNEP’s focus be on preventing climate change or  
on addressing the aftermath of its impacts? 
 

III. Water in a Changing World: The Need for Urgent Action 
 

• What is the United Nations Environmental Programme currently doing to address global issues 
concerning water?  Is water scarcity a viable threat to global security?  How can the global 
community prevent future conflicts?  

 
Only 2% of the planet’s abundant water supply is readily available as drinkable water.  Due to increased population 
growth, it is estimated that global withdrawal rates of surface water have the potential to reach more than 70% of the 
reliable runoff by 2025 and 90% if per capita withdrawal of water continues increasing at the current rate.   
Environmentalists also speculate that about 60% of the world’s irrigation water is wasted due to faulty methods and 
systems.  These facts are of great concern to the global community, as water shortages have the potential to affect 
both the health and security of all citizens in the future.  Limited access to clean water is a major issue facing 
citizens of developing nations.  Properly managing water resources is a crucial component of growth, social and 
economic development, poverty reduction, and equity – all essential for achieving the Millennium Development 
Goals. 
 
In order to address these issues, the UNEP works in conjunction with several other agencies on UN Water 
Programmes and Task Forces to provide the following assessment reports and monitoring programs: the World 
Water Assessment Programme (WWAP), the World Health Organization (WHO)/ United Nations Children's Fund 
(UNICEF), Joint Monitoring Programme on Water Supply and Sanitation (JMP), the UN-Water Decade Programme 
on Advocacy and Communication (UNW-DPAC), and the UN-Water Decade Programme on Capacity Development 
(UNW-DPC).  The UNEP also works with developing nations to provide training and aid regarding several issues 
relating to water including: integrated water resource management, freshwater assessment, ecosystem services, and 
training on waste-water management.   
 
In regards to the possible threat to global security due to water scarcity, the UNEP maintains that treaties dominate 
the current international dialogue on water and this will prevent potential “water wars” of the future.  Between 1948 
and 1999, out of the 1,831 instances of interactions over international freshwater, 67% were cooperative, only 28% 
were conflictive, and the remaining 5% were neutral or insignificant.  In those five decades, there were no formal 



declarations of war over water.  However, the UNEP also maintains that limited or threatened access to water could 
increase the risk of conflicts.  Water can be linked to the crises of climate change, energy and food supplies and 
prices.  As one can see, lack of access to clean water can affect all aspects of life.   If water sources continue to be 
threatened, crises have the potential to intensify.  
 
Case Study: India, Bangladesh and the Ganges  
The sheer physical size of India and its vast population include diverse human and climatic conditions.  Water 
resource issues vary from one region to the next.  India possesses two primary international basins: the Ganges-
Brahmaputra-Mengha (GBM) and the Indus.  The GBM is also a significant resource to neighboring Bangladesh, 
which lies within the topographic boundaries of the GBM.  The GBM receives some of the highest percentages of 
rainfall in the world.  However, periods of rainfall last, on average, four months a year and fluctuating phases of 
droughts and floods continue to be a significant issue.  These adverse environmental circumstances contribute to the 
dire economic situation of the region and are intensified by the fact that the majority of the citizens living in this 
region are stricken by poverty.  Tensions between India and Bangladesh regarding access to the Ganges River first 
became evident with the completion of the Farakka Barrage in 1975.  It wasn’t until 1996 that the two countries 
were able to establish a long-term water sharing agreement on the Ganges.  Despite the agreement, there are still 
disputes as Bangladesh attests that the dam cuts off their water supply and raises salinity levels in the water they are 
able to access.   
 
Conclusion 
The issues in the GBM are an example of a dispute over water access ending in a treaty that maintains peace and 
security in a region.  However, the question remains whether or not these treaties will be able to sustain through long 
periods of predicted droughts and floods caused by climate change.  Water scarcity and its effect on security need to 
be addressed.  It is also necessary to take note of the many other problems the world is facing in regards to water.  
Are the assessments, reports, and training programs provided by the UNEP and other organizations sufficient or do 
they need to be modified?   Does the global community need to provide a more concerted effort and greater attention 
to the issues created by water scarcity? 
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