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UNITED NATIONS ENVIRONMENT PROGRAMME (UNEP)  

 
Description of Committee 
 
 The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) is the body within the 
United Nations in charge of environmental protection. It was established in 1972, after 
the UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm, and has headquarters in 
Nairobi, Kenya. As an authority on its field, the United Nations Environment 
Programme is responsible for assessing environmental conditions and trends, 
developing environmental instruments, strengthening the institutions for a wise 
environmental management, and promoting sustainable 
development.i   
 
 Today, the priorities of the UNEP concern seven broad 
topics: climate change, disasters and conflict, ecosystem 
management, environmental governance, chemicals and 
waste, resource efficiency and environmental review. The 
programme’s work is made possible because of its extensive 
network of divisions, centers, offices, conventions, secretariats 
and coordinating bodies.ii  
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TOPIC: COMBATING DEFORESTATION  
 
Introduction  
 
 According to the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), “Alexander the Great 
used Cyprus as a strategic site for shipbuilding by exploiting the abundant oak forests on 
the island. Today Cyprus is left with no oak forests.”iii This is proof that though 
deforestation is not a recent issue, its consequences can affect generations for 
centuries. Thus, the importance of combating deforestation can be seen. 
 
 Deforestation does not only mean the loss of forest cover. Forests are home to a 
lot of terrestrial species; Forests also provide for human needs by offering a variety of 
means to create products ranging from clothes to medicine. They are also efficient tools 
for fighting climate change, since they absorb carbon emissions resulting from human 
activity. Therefore, deforestation also means less diversity, difficulty for sustaining the 
ever-increasing human population, and climate change.  
 
 Today, nations all over the world seek to end deforestation. Throughout the years, 
progress has been made because of the active efforts done by local communities and 
international organizations. Unfortunately, this does not mean that the problem is 
solved; in fact, most of the achievements have been minimal. Forests are still threatened 
by illegal logging, unsustainable agriculture, and global warming. Efforts to end 
deforestation are still crucial.  
 
Background of Topic 
 
 Planet Earth is an open system whose “parts” are constantly interacting with 
one another. For the system to properly work, every single part must perform its job. 
Approaching Earth as such, from an environmental point of view, its most important 
parts consist of biomes. One of the main biomes is the forest and it accounts for 30% of 
the planet’s land area.iv Forests are complex ecosystems made up by a variety of 
known and unknown plants and animals; altogether, 80% of the world’s terrestrial 
species live there.v However, a serious problem is threatening forests: deforestation.  
 
 Deforestation is not a recent problem. According to the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO), “human history is also a story of deforestation and the severe 
environmental consequences that can result – at times contributing to the collapse of 
societies.” vi Since the establishment of the first agricultural societies, forests have been 
cut down to satisfy human needs.vii Throughout history, deforestation has followed 
different patterns. For example, before 1950 it grew faster than population did and 
before the mid-twentieth century it occurred mostly in temperate forests.viii Today, 
deforestation is mainly affecting tropical countries. Brazil, for example, has lost 17% of 
the Amazon in 50 years.ix 
 
 Because of deforestation, 46-58 thousand square miles of forest are lost every 
year. x Deforestation occurs due to a variety of reasons; some natural, some man-caused, 
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and some resulting from the combination of 
both. Fires are the main natural cause. They 
are dangerous because they have a negative 
effect on the ecosystem. Fires can change its 
fertility and population. Nevertheless, these 
effects can also be the result of human 
activity, which includes illegal logging, 
fuelwood harvesting, and agriculture. 
 
 As our planet is a system, when one 
part does not work properly every other 
part is affected. When components such 
as the forest are destabilized, the result is 
only further destabilization, each time 
magnified. One of the main impacts of deforestation is greenhouse gas emissions. 
Forests are also known as carbon sinks, this means that they absorb carbon dioxide.xi 
If trees are cut down, then the amount of carbon absorbed will be less, releasing more to 
the atmosphere. As a consequence, greenhouse gases will increase, causing climate 
change.  
 
 Other important effects of deforestation include the disruption of water cycles, 
erosion, and habitat changes for the species that live there. These consequences are also 
alarming, because forests provide for many basic human needs.xii 
 
 If water supplies are compromised and if the soil’s fertility is lost, how will we 
battle hunger and disease? How will species subsist? Therefore, though 1.6 billion 
people are directly affected because of deforestation, indirect effects to every human 
being must not be underestimated. xiii 
 
 According to the FAO, the deforestation rate is decreasing, but this does not 
mean that the problem has stopped.xiv As population grows, food will be needed and 
forests cleared for agricultural purposes. Wood can also be useful and convenient energy 
source. Additionally, laws regarding forest protection are easily violated, exceeding the 
maximum sustainable yield of this biome. Infinite and ever-changing human 

necessities along with the scarcity of resources 
and weak laws can add up the reasons why this 
problem is continuing.  
 
 When analyzing deforestation, a very wide 
spectrum of considerations must be made. The 
needs of those who directly rely on forests should 
be understood. The role of the wood and paper 
industry has to be contemplated. Population 
dynamics have to be studied. Solutions such as 
reforestation, ecosystem management and the 
establishment of protected areas must be 
explored.  The problem is broad, but if left 

Source: FAO 

Source: Telegraph.co.uk 
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unsolved, some predict that forests could disappear in a century.xv  
 
Past International Action 
 
International Organizations 
 
 In October 2000, the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) created the United 
Nations Forum on Forests (UNFF). This subsidiary body is composed of every member 
state of the UN and promotes “the management, conservation and sustainable 
development of all types of forests” and seeks “to strengthen long-term political 
commitment to this end.” xvi 
 
 The UNFF is an advocate for developing and strengthening policies regarding 
forests, and has monitoring and coordinating duties for ensuring that they are correctly 
implemented. This body works with every country, 
despite their forest cover. In 2007, a key achievement 
was made:  the Non-Legally Binding Instrument 
on All Types of Forests (NLBI). The NLBI is the first 
international instrument for sustainable forest 
management.xvii  
 
 Another important program is the United 
Nations collaborative initiative on Reducing 
Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation in Developing 
Countries (UN-REDD). The UN-REDD was created in 2008, and it involves activities 

and efforts from the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), and the United 
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). Its main goal is to 
support the “nationally-led REDD+ processes and promotes the 
informed and meaningful involvement of all stakeholder in national 
and international REDD+ implementation.”xviii  
 
 The UN-REDD works to reduce deforestation in developing 
countries because they consider it a vital step in reducing climate 

change globally. The means through which they do so range from measuring and 
monitoring forest data and promoting stakeholder engagement to actually changing 
land and forest use in some countries to maximize the benefits obtained from these 
ecosystems without increasing risks.xix 
 
Policy 
 
 In 1992, at the United Nations Conference 0n Environment and Development 
(UNCED), Agenda 21 was adopted. In its preamble, it is described as a document that 
“addresses the pressing problems of today and also aims at preparing the world for the 
challenges of the next century.”xx One of the main problems identified was deforestation. 
Since Agenda 21 is a program of action, it recommended several activities to preserve 
forests throughout the world. In 2012, in the Rio +20 Earth Summit, its implementation 

Source: UN News Center 

Source 1: UN-Redd.org 
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was reviewed. Regarding deforestation, they stated that “overall rates of deforestation 
have decreased thanks largely to widespread afforestation/reforestation programmes, 
however the destruction of primary forest remains alarmingly high in across all regions. 
Progress in sustaining the multiple roles and functions of forests has therefore been 
limited.”xxi 
 
 An important resolution concerning the topic is Resolution 62/98; passed by the 
General Assembly in 2007. In this resolution, it adopted the Non-Legally Binding 
Instrument on All Types of Forests 
(NLBI). This instrument recognizes the 
relationship between deforestation, 
climate change, poverty and sustainable 
development. The NLBI sets 4 global 
objectives for preventing and reducing 
deforestation and proceeds to recommend 
actions to attain sustainable forest 
management, such as strengthening 
partnerships and promoting research and 
development.  
 
 In September 2014, at the United 
Nations Climate Summit in New York, 
countries adopted a political agreement, the 
New York Declaration on Forests. Several 
Heads of State, by companies and by civil organizations, support this declaration. Its 
goal is to reduce forest loss by half in 2020, end it by 2030, and restore this 
ecosystem.xxii Nevertheless, Brazil’s government does not support this declaration, 
which is relevant since it is one of the most important stakeholders in this issue. 
 
National and Civil Society  
 
 National and civil societies are a key for solving deforestation: they combat it in a 
variety of unimagined and efficient ways. For instance, the United Nations 
Foundation is leading the Global Alliance for Clean 
Cookstoves. In some countries, fuel wood and charcoal 
are used as energy sources for cooking. However, they 
“can lead to increased pressures on local forests and 
natural resources”xxiii, which in turn causes deforestation. 
As a consequence, the alliance has come up with a 
strategy to reverse this situation: the adoption of clean 
cookstoves. By promoting the advantages, creating 
partnerships, and attracting investment, they seek to have 
100 million households with such technology by 2020.xxiv 
 
 The WWF is another example of an important 
organization trying to end deforestation. For 50 
years, the WWF has sought to tackle this problem 

Source: Ibtimes.com 

Source: UNFoundation.org 
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by combating its main causes. Their efforts center around four main areas: “forest 
certification, combating illegal logging, reforming trade and protecting forested 
areas.”xxv As most of the international efforts regarding deforestation, the WWF tries to 
partner with as many stakeholders as possible to increase the chances of success.  
 
 The efforts of civil society, international organizations, and governments must 
not be underestimated, but despite their work several issues revolving around 
deforestation are still not properly solved. For example, illegal logging, the increase in 
threatened species, and one of the main environmental issues: climate change. 
 
Possible solutions 
 
 During the United Nations Climate Summit in New York, Secretary General Ban 
Ki-moon said: “Forests are not only a critical part of the climate solution – the actions 
agreed today will reduce poverty, enhance food security, improve the rule of law, secure 
the rights of indigenous peoples and benefit communities around the world."xxvi Due to 
the large impact it can have on the present and future generations, the UN must address 
deforestation. By 2015, because of Millennium Development Goal number 7, the 
UN must ensure environmental stability, which includes reducing the rate of 
deforestation.xxvii 
 
Important sub-issues that should be addressed when considering the topic are the 
following: 
 

- Climate change and increasing carbon emissions. Forests are carbon 
sinks: when they are cut down, carbon emissions increase and in turn cause other 
problems, such as droughts and loss of sea ice. Possible solutions include 
education programs and reforestation plans.  

o The Green Belt Movement, in Kenya, 
is an example of a successful project 
regarding reforestation. Since 1977, it 
has planted over 51 million trees.xxviii 

  
- Diversity loss. Forests are home to most of 

the terrestrial species on Earth. However, the 
International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) has 
warned that species are becoming 
threatened because of deforestation. 
Possible solutions include recommending 
the creation of protected forests.  

o In 1991, Uganda's Bwindi 
Impenetrable National Park was established. It vowed to protect gorillas. 
In 2009, the WWF declared that the population of mountain gorillas in the 
Bwindi had had a 6% increase in a decade.xxix 

 

Reforestation in Chiapas. 
Source: Na-Bolom.org 
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- Illegal logging. According to the WWF, “Illegal logging occurs around the 
world, and in some places, illegal logging is more common than the legal 
variety.”xxx Illegal logging has economic, social and environmental impacts which 
must be stopped.  

o The WWF’s Global Forest and Trade Network (GFTN) is an example of an 
effort to stop illegal logging. By working with governments, companies, 
NGOs, and other stakeholders it seeks to create “creating a market for 
environmentally responsible forest products.”xxxi 

 
The consequences of deforestation are too noticeable to be ignored. Directly or 
indirectly, they affect every single person on Earth. Because of the current situation, 
countries must create and implement strong and efficient solutions as soon as possible. 
 
Current Situation  
 
 From South America to South-East Asia, countries are making their way through 
rigorous process that could soon see them receive financial rewards for reducing 
deforestation – an outcome that will help combat climate change and bring numerous 
other ancillary benefits. Brazil and Colombia, among others, are in the forefront of some 
15 countries that are well advanced in their work to meet the stringent requirements to 
take part in Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+).  
 
 Preparing for and participating in REDD+ helps developing countries to reduce 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by reversing forest loss and degradation, and by 
removing carbon from the atmosphere through the conservation, management and 
expansion of forests. Just one year ago at the UN Climate Change Conference (also 
known as the 21st session of the Conference of the Parties (COP 21) to the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in Paris, REDD+ was 
confirmed as a core element of a new international climate change regime. By reducing 
deforestation and forest degradation, countries are tackling the second leading cause of 
global warming following fossil-fuel use.  
 
 Among countries at the forefront of preparations, Brazil is farthest ahead in terms 
of REDD_ readiness, with all REDD+ elements developed. The South American giant 
had an early start on meeting REDD+ requirements, thanks to its earlier work in 
implementing processes for fighting deforestation in its Amazon forest. Colombia, 
Ecuador, and Malaysia also had a head start because of their earlier work on monitoring 
systems, as well as other elements for REDD+ participation including consultations with 
stakeholders. Almost a dozen countries have reached the stage of submitting their forest 
reference emission level results for analysis and are expected to soon move towards 
results-based payments. Those countries are: Chile, Costa Rica, Ethiopia, Guyana, 
Indonesia, Mexico, Paraguay, Peru, the Republic of the Congo, Vietnam, and Zambia.  
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Further Research 
 
Questions to consider: 
 

• What is your country’s position in this topic? What are the particular causes of 
deforestation in your country?  

 
• How has deforestation affected your nation, directly and indirectly? (Consider 

other environmental problems which magnify due to deforestation, such as 
climate change and carbon emissions; cultural effects can also be relevant). 

 
•  What has your nation done to support the global effort to combat deforestation? 

(Developing efficient databases, promoting environmental education; all of the 
tools and strategies used by your country that could impact if implemented on a 
global level). 

 
• Has your country subscribed important UN treaties and resolutions? Does your 

country have important laws regarding the topic? 
 

• How have the measures taken by your country contributed to reduce 
deforestation? Has significant progress been made? (Consider the extent of the 
progress your nation has made and the time lapse in which it happened.) 

 
Research Guide:  
 
The website for the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) explains the goals 
that must be considered when discussing the environment and informs about the 
relationship between environmental problems.  

• UNEP, http://www.unep.org/ 
 
The United Nations Forum on Forests webpage focuses on deforestation and provides 
important documents to debate, such as the NLBI.  

• UNFF, http://www.un.org/esa/forests/index.html 
 
The website for the Food and Agriculture Organization includes important facts and 
visual aids, such as maps, regarding the topic.  

• FAO, http://www.fao.org/forestry/30515/en/ 
 
The WWF is an NGO which deals with environmental issues, including deforestation.  

• WWF, http://www.worldwildlife.org/threats/deforestation 
 
The CIA World Factbook provides important information for each country, including its 
geography and current environmental issues.  

• CIA World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/ 
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Terms and concepts 
 
Deforestation: the loss of forest cover at an alarmingly fast rate as a consequence of 
natural events and human activity.  
 
Climate change: an alteration to the common weather patterns for a specific area, 
resulting mostly from the emissions of human activity.  
 
Illegal logging: the use of wood obtained illegally (e.g. violating protection laws) 
 
Open system: system that exchanges matter and energy. 
 
Biomes: areas with similar biodiversity and climate.  
 
Fuelwood harvesting: the use of wood as an energy source.  
 
Carbon sink: ability to absorb carbon dioxide.   
 
Greenhouse gases: emissions which contribute to the depletion of the ozone layer 
and which enhance climate change. The one most commonly known is carbon dioxide.  
 
Maximum sustainable yield: the largest share which can be taken from a species for 
a time lapse without damaging it permanently.  
 
The Non-Legally Binding Instrument on All Types of Forests (NLBI): first 
international instrument for sustainable forest management.  
 
United Nations collaborative initiative on Reducing Emissions from 
Deforestation and forest Degradation in Developing Countries (UN-REDD): 
program managed by UNEP, UNDP, and FAO, which promotes the REDD+ initiative.  
 
Agenda 21: plan of action developed at the 1992 Rio Earth Summit covering a variety 
of areas related to sustainable development with the purpose of achieving it.  
 
United Nations Foundation: foundation that aims to promote and strengthen the 
UN action around the world.  
 
Millennium Development Goals: the eight goals established by the UN in 2000, to 
be achieved by 2015.  
 
International Union for the Conservation of Nature: a leading international 
environmental organization. Observer at the UN General Assembly.   
 
Protected Forests: legally safeguarded areas.  
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