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The environmental degradation is a matter of great concern today.The environmental threats 

travelling across the political borders have generated a concern among the members of 

world community to develop and strengthen the environmental governance at national, 

regional and global levels through a participatory approach involving governmental and 

non- governmental actors The United Nations Environment Programme is a similar effort  

made under the auspices of the United Nations. 

 

In post -world war period the United Nations was established in 1945 with an aim to save 

the succeeding generations from the scourges of war... the article 1 of the UN Charter states 

the purpose and the  principles of the United Nations as"to maintain international peace and 

security... to achieve International cooperation in solving International problems of an 

economic social cultural or humanity and character... ." In accordance with the purpose 

mentioned above a number of steps have been taken by the United Nations in this regard.” 

For example, the subject of Forestry was added among the compulsory activities of 'Food 

and Agriculture Organisation' and a number of environmental programmes were conducted 

by the 'United Nations Social Economic and Cultural Council (UNECOSOC). But the first 

major step towards the environmental problems and related issues was taken up in 1972 

during the 'United Nations Human Environment Conference' held in Stockhome,Sweden, 

where decision to establish the United Nation Environment Programme  vide a UNGeneral 

Assembly Resolution 2997 dated 15 December1972 was taken. It is noteworthy that most of 

the offices of the United Nations are established in developed countries unlike the 

headquarters of 'United Nations Environment Programme’ which isestablished in 

Nairobi(Kenya). 

 

 

Objectives of the United Nations Environment programme: 

The United Nations General Assembly vide its resolution entrusted UNEP with the 

following mandate- 

to promote International Corporation in the field of environment and to recommend, as 

appropriate, policies to this end,to provide general policy guidance for the direction and 

coordination of environmental programmes within the United Nations system,to review the 

implementation of environmental programmes within the United Nations system in order to 

ensure that the emerging environmental problems of wide international significance receive 

appropriate and adequate consideration by governments, to keep under review the world 

environment situation,to promote the contribution of relevant International scientific and 

other professional communities to the acquisition, assessment and exchange of 

environmental knowledge and information andto exchange environmental knowledge and 

information on technical aspects of formulation and implementation of environmental 

programmes within United Nations system. 

Thus, the role of UNEP is to be the leading global environmental authority and in that role 

to set the global environmental agenda to promote the coherent implementation of the 

environmental dimension of the sustainable development within the United Nations system 

and to serve as an authoritative advocate for the global environment. 
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Organisational Structure of the United Nations Environmental Programme: 

The United Nations Environmental Programme works primarily with four sub -structural 

framework –  

 

1- Governing Council or United Nations Environment Assembly: This Council was 

composed of 58 members selected by theUN General Assembly on the regional basis for a 

term of 3 years. The Council met only once in a year and  presentedit's report to the General 

Assembly through Economic and Social Council.In 2012 during the Environment 

Conference on Sustainable Development the UN General Assembly replaced it with the 

United Nations Environment Assembly with the universal membership all member states. 

The United Nations Environment Assembly is now playing an crucial role in setting up the 

priorities for the environmental policies and in developing environmental legislation at the 

international level. 

 

2-Standing Representative Committee: This is an associate committee of the Government 

Council which includes all the members of the United Nations along with its Specialized 

Agencies and the member of the European community. The meetings of this Committee 

held four times in a year. This committee has been empowered to form sub-committees and 

working groups on specific subjects. This committee is also empowered to review, monitor 

and assess the implementation of the Governing Council's decisions on administrative, 

budgetary and programme matters. 

 

3-Global Ministerial Environment Forum:It is the forum which is established by the United 

Nations General Assembly resolution 53/242 dated 28 july1999. This forum meets annually 

to review the important and emerging policy issues in the field of environment. The 

Governing Council consults the forum either in its regular session or in the special sessions. 

 

4-Secretariat:The Secretariat of the United Nations Environment Programme is situated in 

Nairobi( Kenya). It is headed by the executive director. In 1972 Canadian politician Morris 

Strong was made the first executive director of the United Nations Environment 

Programme. The Secretariat has been the focal point for coordinating various environmental 

programme under the auspices of United Nations. 

Besides,the UNEP carries out  its functions and duties through various regional offices 

which have been established in various regions of the world like Africa, Asia Pacific, 

Europe, Caribbean countries and Latin America and West Asia etc. The United Nation 

environment program carries out its functions and duties with the help of following sub- 

structures or divisions- 

Rapid alert and assessment division, environmental policy implementation division, 

Technological, industrial and economic division, environmental law and Convention 

division, global environment facilitation Corporation division, and communication and 

Public Information division. 

Funding of the United Nations Environment Programme: 

For funds, the United Nations Environment Programme  mainly depends on the voluntary 

contribution made by the member states. This contribution made by the member states is 

totally temporal in nature .There is no apportionment system available for the contribution 

to be made by member states. The United Nations Environment Programme also receives 

the donations or financial support from the various non-governmental organisations.  This 

voluntary contribution made by the member states and NGOs constitutes 95% of the total 

Environment Fund. It also receives a small amount of fund from the regular budget of the 

United Nations which constitutes just the 5% of the total funding of the UNEP. 
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Global Environmental Governance and the United Nations Environment Programme: 

                   Since its inception, the United Nations Environment programme has been 

playing a crucial role in the field of environment at Global regional and national levels. 

Being Global watch dog ,the United Nations Environment Programme monitors the global 

environment, analyses environmental trends and collects the environmental information and 

helps in the implementation of environmental protection projects especially in developing 

Nations according  to their needs and priorities. The contribution made by the UNEPcan be 

presented as follows - 

1- Making environmental laws at regional and international level- 

The UNEP has been the primary body for making environment laws at the international 

level. Montreal protocol (1987)on the control of emission of chlorofluorocarbon gases 

responsible for the depletion of Ozone and protection of ozone layer, Basel convention 

(1989 )on trans-boundary movement of hazardous wastes and their disposal, Rio de Janeiro 

convention on biodiversity(1992) where it was decided to organise a conference of member 

states every year to discuss and carryout action plan on concerns related to climate change 

which  is came to be known 'Conference of Parties'(COP); Minamata Convention on 

Mercury (2013)etc . So far United Nations Environment Programme has  been a crucial 

platform for 15 global Multilateral Environment Agreements(MEAs). Besides the United 

Nations Environment Program has also been a guiding force behind the various regional 

multilateral environmental agreements. 

2-Providing scientific approach to the nations for making environmental policies: 

The UNEPhas also been playing an important role in providing vital scientific and technical 

assistance to the member states for the formulation of environmental policies.The GEO-

2000 is an important scientific document which provides information regarding the various 

upcoming challenges to the environment in different regions of the world and makes 

suggestions to address them on priority basis.Similarly through 'Earth Watch', the UNEP 

keeps an eye on the environmental developments taking place in the different regions of the 

Earth. 

3- Coordinating the environmental issues among the various organisations of the United 

Nations system: 

The United Nations Environment Programme has also been playing a crucial role as a 

coordinator of various environmental activities carried out through various agencies and 

organs within the United Nation system. It is noteworthy that under the UN system, the 

United Nations Environment Programme has not been given the absolute mandate as far 

environmental issues are concerned but various other organs and institutions within UN 

System have also been given the mandate to carry out  the activities related to the protection 

and promotion of the global environment . For instance UNESCO, FAO, OECD, UNDP, 

UNEDP etc. Besides, the UNEP is also coordinating with Non-Governmental Organizations 

working in the field of global environmental protection and governance. 

4-Serving as the international platform for the multilateral environmental agreements among 

the member states: 

The UNEP has performed a role of coordinator very well in carrying out different 

Multilateral Environmental agreements and in the determination of the environmental 

policies of the member states. It has also played a prominent role in spreading the awareness 

about the protection and promotion of environment around the globe. 

Limitations of the United Nations Environment Programme: 

In spite of impressive performance of the UNEP,there is a consensus even within the United 

Nations system that UN has not been able to work with its full potential. The major factors 

that have been responsible for the limitation ofUNEP can be discussed as follows- 

1- Overlapping and duplication of Multilateral Environment Agreements:       growing 

numbers of Multilateral Environment Agreements (MEAs) without having no 
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coordination between them led to the fragmentation, overlapping and duplication of 

the agreements andoften became  an obstacle  for theintegration of environmental 

concerns in policy making. 

2- Overlapping of the mandates of the United Nation Environment Programme and the 

other various Institutions within the UN system: 

The mandates given to the other institutions within United Nations system such as 

UN Conference on Environment and Development,UN Commission on Sustainable 

Development and UN Framework Convention on Climate Change are almost 

similar to that of UNEP's mandate leading to the confusion among the member 

states for formulation of the environmental policies. 

3- Temporal and weak financial system: 

Another major limitation in the working of the UNEP has been the week and 

temporal nature of its financial system.As we have already discussed that the 

UNEP  for its funds mainly relies on the  voluntary contribution of the member 

states and the Non-governmental organisations which contributes almost  95% of 

the total Environment Fund. The voluntary contribution made by the member states 

and the NGOs is totally temporal in nature. The member states tend to contribute to 

the Environment Fund solely according to their will. Thus the number of the 

contributing member states has always been in fluctuation and has remained almost 

half of the total strength of the total membership of the United Nations. In 1998 

there were 73 member states who voluntary contributed to the Environment Fund, 

while in 2000, the number of the member states had fallen to only 56.Besides,the 

UNEP receives only a little funds from the regular budget of the United Nations. It 

constitutes only 5% of the total funds of the UNEP. However in 2002,  27 member 

states have decided to contribute to the UNEP in a fixed apportionment . Although 

it was a welcoming decision,yet here remains a fact that the number of member 

states contributing voluntarily to the UN Environment Fund has always been around 

half of the total membership. 

Measures to strengthen UN Environment Programme: 

In view of the above discussed facts, the demand for improvements in the United 

Nations Environment Programme started coming up from various International 

forums. In 1997 the Governing Council of UNEP itself emphasized,"the UNEP was 

and Should continue to be a principal UN body in the field of environment." and  

therole of UNEP is "to be the global environmental authority which sets the global 

environmental agenda, promotes the coherent implementation of the environmental 

dimensions of the sustainable development within the UN system and serves as an 

authoritative advocate for the global environment." 

Once again in 2009 the UNEP Governing Council formed a high level delegation to 

suggest the reforms in the United Nations Environment Programme. Reform 

proposals suggested at the various forums for improving the efficiency of the United 

Nations Environment Programme as a prime bodyof global environmental 

governance can be discussed as: 
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1-Broader Reforms: efforts should be made to create a global environmental 

organisation like World Environment Organisation where all the Multilateral 

Environment Agreements can be bring under a common institutional roof. 

2-Incremental Reforms:to bring or introduce some changes in the existing UNEP 

system to make it more effective which may include – 

 

 steps must be taken in the direction of enhancing synergies among the Multi-

lateral Environmental Agreements which will require for the greater 

strengthening of the UNEP's capacity to provide support to the global and 

regional conventions; 

 a mechanism for continuous dialogue among the representatives of various 

organisations working for the global environment and the delegations of UNEP 

i.e. we must continue with the idea of COPs (Conference of Parties); 

 The financial system of the UNEP must be strengthened. For this a system of 

apportionment shall be reached among all the members of UNEP and all the 

member states shall contribute to the Environment Fund in a fixedratio;  

 Finally,it will be necessary to connect the civil society with the environmental 

programme as civil society plays an important role in creating the awareness and 

developing values of the environment among the public which intern will help 

the policy makers to bring about the better policy for the environmental 

upgradation. 
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