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UNEP
About this Committee

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) is an international institution (a programme, rather
than an agency of the UN) that coordinates United Nations environmental activities, assisting developing
countries in implementing environmentally sound policies and practices. It was founded as a result of the
United Nations Conference on the Human Environment in June 1972 and has its headquarters in the Gigiri
neighborhood of Nairobi, Kenya. UNEP also has six regional offices and various country offices.
Its activities cover a wide range of issues regarding the atmosphere, marine and terrestrial ecosystems,
environmental governance and green economy. It has played a significant role in developing international
environmental conventions, promoting environmental science and information and illustrating the way
those can be implemented in conjunction with policy, working on the development and implementation of
policy with national governments, regional institutions in conjunction with environmental NonGovernmental Organizations (NGOs). UNEP has also been active in funding and implementing environment
related development projects
Issue Information
Focusing the international community around one development agenda is among the MDGs’ greatest
achievements. However, challenges remain to secure a future that people would wish for themselves and
generations to come. Moreover, the growing pace and impact of shocks—especially climate change—are
better understood and documented than 15 years ago. These factors have arguably driven us further away
from the realisation of the ‘world we want’
When addressing current and future social, economic, and environmental challenges there is now an
established consensus that these challenges are interlinked and must be addressed through an integrated
approach. The environment, along with social and economic factors, must play an important role when
aiming to achieve truly sustainable development on a global scale.
Urgent action is needed, yet current responses fall short. There are now unprecedented calls for an
ambitious and universal agenda that promotes transformational development approaches geared towards
meeting the challenges of eradicating poverty and protecting the planet’s resources.
The key theme that binds human development and environmental sustainability is the ideal of integrated
development solutions.
This is embodied in the following four principles needed to underpin the post-2015 agenda:
Integrated development that simultaneously advances multiple benefits across the three dimensions of
sustainable development (social, environmental, and economic) ensures that poverty eradication and
environmental sustainability go hand in- hand;
Equality in relation to access to natural resources and the benefits of a healthy environment as well as
engagement in related decision-making processes is fundamental for both environmental sustainability
and human development;
A human rights-based approach to environmental sustainability recognizes that the realization of human
rights depends on a healthy environment; and
The resilience of communities to resist tomorrow’s shocks without reversing today’s achievements in
human wellbeing depends on the vital role of natural resources and ecosystems.
Consultation participants shared the

The future development agenda should address four key areas where urgent action is needed in order to
overcome barriers and drive change:
Economic transformation: The current growth-led economic model has to transform in order to redress
environmental and social challenges. This entails reconsidering how we measure progress and value
natural assets. The private sector needs to recognize that sustainability is good business and commit to
strengthening environmental and social responsibility. We need an inclusive, green economy with
sustainable consumption and production patterns.
Governance and accountability: Governments need to create an enabling framework that promotes the
cross-sectoral integration of environmental and social values, strengthening institutions and ensuring
transparency. Social and environmental justice and legal empowerment are needed to enable civil society
to hold the public and private sector accountable for environmental impacts, affecting their lives,
livelihoods and health.
Local action and empowerment: Marginalized and traditionally disempowered communities, notably
vulnerable groups such as women, children and indigenous communities, need to have access to the tools
(e.g. education, resources and information) necessary to achieving transformational change—change that
equitably reflects local realities and needs.
Education: Education is one of the most powerful tools at hand to drive the transformational changes
necessary for sustainable development, but to realize this potential education systems need to be flexible,
culturally sensitive, relevant and suited to changing people’s values and behaviours.
A number of key interlinked issues face the world:








The increasing threats to development from climate change, a source of instability that will lead to
resource scarcity, mass migration, disruption of livelihoods and production, requiring action to shift
towards low emission development including through education and economic transformation.
Population dynamics including rural to urban migration and increasing urbanization requires a
focus on healthy urban environments and action on slum dwelling, sustainable transport, clean air
and green space.
The importance of healthy ecosystems and biodiversity for human well-being and resilience
(particularly to reduce the vulnerability of those living in poverty), requiring urgent action.
The growing challenge of food and water insecurity and the need for action on sustainable food
production and consumption.
The rights of poor and vulnerable groups to secure access to natural resources and the benefits of
a healthy environment requiring strong social and environmental justice, access to information, and
legal empowerment.
Linkages between environment and health, including the need for action on pollution and
environmental degradation and investing in human health.
The centrality of gender equality for environmental sustainability and the need to integrate gender
perspectives into decision-making at all levels and empowering women through economic and
educational opportunities.

What are ‘SGDs’? How are they different to ‘MDGs’?
‘SDGs’ is the common acronym for the Sustainable Development Goals. The SDGs were introduced as a
new set of universally applicable goals that balances the three dimensions of sustainable development:
the environmental, social, and economic. In 2015, the SDGs are meant to take over from the current UN
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)

A key issue: water:
Water is the basis of life on earth. The quality of life directly depends on water quality. Good water quality
sustains healthy ecosystems and hence leads to improved human well-being. However, poor water quality
affects the environment and human well-being. For example waterborne diseases cause the death of more
than 1.5 million children each year.
The quality of water resources is increasingly threatened by pollution. Human activity over the past 50
years is responsible for unprecedented pollution of water resources in history. It is estimated that over 2.5
billion people globally live without adequate sanitation.
Every day, 2 million tons of sewage and other effluents drain into the world’s waters. The problem is worse
in developing countries where over 90% of raw sewage and 70% of untreated industrial wastes are
dumped into surface waters. Many of the water pollutants have long-term negative impacts on water
quality, constituting a risk to human health. As a result fresh water is severely reduced. Also, the ability of
ecosystems to provide services is drastically reduced, at times with irreversible effects. Consequently the
environment is degraded through decreased productivity of biomass, loss of biodiversity and vulnerability
to other stresses.
It is far cheaper to protect water resources than to clean up after pollution. Protection and maintenance of
aquatic environments ensures the sustainability of their ecosystem services i.e. benefits such as potable
water, fisheries, recreation and tourism. For instance fully-functioning natural wetlands filter off nutrients
and toxic substances from water.
Increased funding is required to protect ecosystems and prevent water pollution. Funding should support,
and be complemented with, concerted well targeted awareness raising initiatives on water quality issues.
Declining water quality has become a global issue of concern as human populations grow, industrial and
agricultural activities expand, and climate change threatens to cause major alterations to the hydrological
cycle.
Globally, the most prevalent water quality problem is eutrophication, a result of high-nutrient loads
(mainly phosphorus and nitrogen), which substantially impairs beneficial uses of water. Major nutrient
sources include agricultural runoff, domestic sewage (also a source of microbial pollution), industrial
effluents and atmospheric inputs from fossil fuel burning and bush fires.
Lakes and reservoirs are particularly susceptible to the negative impacts of eutrophication because of their
complex dynamics, relatively longer water residence times and their role as an integrating sink for
pollutants from their drainage basins. Nitrogen concentrations exceeding 5 milligrams per litre of water
often indicate pollution from human and animal waste or fertilizer runoff from agricultural areas.
An emerging water quality concern is the impact of personal care products and pharmaceuticals, such as
birth control pills, painkillers and antibiotics, on aquatic ecosystems. Little is known about their long-term
human or ecosystem impacts, although some are believed to mimic natural hormones in humans and
other species.
Poor water quality has a direct impact on water quantity in a number of ways.
Polluted water that cannot be used for drinking, bathing, industry or agriculture effectively reduces the
amount of useable water within a given area.

Water pollution and environmental degradation

Many industries – some of them known to
be heavily polluting (such as leather and
chemicals) – are moving from highincome countries to emerging market
economies. Despite improvements in
some regions, water pollution is on the
rise globally.
Source: WWAP

Half of the
world's wetlands
have been lost
since 1900.
Source: WWAP

In developing countries, 70 percent of
industrial waste is dumped untreated into
waters where they pollute the usable
water supply.
Source: WWAP

Up to 90 % of wastewater in developing
countries flows untreated into rivers,
lakes and highly productive coastal zones,
threatening health, food security and
access to safe drinking and bathing water.
Source: WWDR, 2012

Every day, 2 million
tons of human
waste is disposed of
in water courses.
Source: World
Water Assessment
Programme
(WWAP)

Projected increases in fertilizer use for food
production and in wastewater effluents over the
next three decades suggest there will be a 10-20
percent global increase in river nitrogen flows to
coastal ecosystems.
Source: Global Environment Outlook:
environment for development (GEO-4)

Relevance of water quality to the MDGs and Post-2015 MDG Agenda:
MDG 7: Ensure environmental sustainability
Target 1: Integrate the principles of sustainable development into country policies and programmes and
reverse the loss of environmental resources
Target 2: Reduce biodiversity loss, achieving, by 2010, a significant reduction in the rate of loss
Target 3: Halve, by 2015, the proportion of the population without sustainable access to safe drinking
water and basic sanitation
Target 4: By 2020, to have achieved a significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 million slum
dwellers
MDG 4: Reduce child mortality
Target 1: Reduce by two thirds, between 1990 and 2015, the under-five mortality rate
MDG 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, Malaria and other diseases
Target 3: Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the incidence of malaria and other major diseases

How is access to clean freshwater resources a developmental issue?
How can lack of freshwater interrupt, or even reverse development in
a country?
What effect will this have on the people of that country?

Water and climate change
Water is the primary medium through which climate change influences the Earth's ecosystems and
therefore people’s livelihoods and well-being.
Already, water-related climate change impacts are being experienced in the form of more severe and more
frequent droughts and floods. Higher average temperatures and changes in precipitation and temperature
extremes are projected to affect the availability of water resources through changes in rainfall distribution,
soil moisture, glacier and ice/snow melt, and river and groundwater flows; these factors are expected to
lead to further deterioration of water quality as well. The poor, who are the most vulnerable, are also likely
to be affected the most.
Water resources and how they are managed impact almost all aspects of society and the economy…
…in particular health, food -production and security, domestic water supply and sanitation, energy,
industry, and the functioning of ecosystems. Under present climate variability, water stress is already high,
particularly in many developing countries, and climate change adds even more urgency for action.
Without improved water resources management, the progress towards poverty reduction targets, progress
towards sustainable development in all its economic, social and environmental dimensions, will be
jeopardised.
Water should thus be a key focus of your research and debate.

Focus in the Post MDG framework:

www.un.org/sg/management/pdf/HLP_P2015_Report.pdf
Questions for Research:
1. What are the key issues for your country and region?
2. How can countries ensure equality of access to natural resources and the benefits of a healthy
environment for all?
3. How can countries adopt a human rights-based approach to water and the environment?
4. Do all people have access to safe and reliable water supplies?
5. What actions has your country taken to ensure the quantity and quality of available water
supplies?
6. How is health impacted by water in your country?
7. How is an increasing population, urbanisation or migration impacting upon your country?
8. How is your country tackling rural poverty, population pressures and dwindling water supplies?
9. How has your country implemented legislation that protects the environment?
10. Who are your allies in committee?
11. What are your key priorities for the conference?
Research Links
Water: http://www.unwater.org/statistics_KWIP.html
Health: http://www.who.int/gho/countries/en/index.html
Environmental burden of disease: http://www.who.int/quantifying_ehimpacts/national/countryprofile/en/
Climate change profiles: http://www.geog.ox.ac.uk/research/climate/projects/undp-cp/
All publications: http://www.unep.org/publications/
Access to sanitation
Financing water
Gender and water
Human right to water
Integrated Water Resources Management
Water and cities
Water and food security
Water and the Green Economy
Water cooperation
Water quality
Water scarcity
Member States Reports:
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/pdf/report-2013/mdg-report-2013-english.pdf

Who has provided funding to the global Environment Fund? Who could do more?

Where has progress been made? Where do we need to target our support?

Can we change what people eat? Or modernise agricultural practices?

Which future do we want? How do we get there?

